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Prologue

The People's House of Retention

Chase lay on the floor and tried not to groan. He was still lying on the floor where they'd dumped him several hours ago. He knew he had broken bones—a lot of broken bones. He figured he also had a concussion and was covered in bruises and lacerations. They'd actually whipped him! That was a shock.

He suspected they'd recorded his cries of pain when they'd done it. They'd sure delighted in a lot of the things they'd done to him.

The cold concrete floor he was laying on probably wasn't doing him any favors. At least he had stopped bleeding, or thought he had. He really should try and get up and make it onto the cot, but what was the point? If he died here and now, at least he'd be denying Neill the pleasure of the media circus he had planned.

It had definitely hurt. It'd hurt more than anything that'd been done to him in his past, and that was saying something. He'd had some serious beat-downs put on him in his life. Then again, these were the pros, the big leagues. Neill liked to make examples out of people, and torture was one of his favorite pastimes.

"Hey, you! Get up!" someone yelled from outside his cell.

Chase just closed his eyes and lay there.

"Get up! Now! If you know what's good for you! You better get your ass off of the floor and onto your cot!"

Chase just continued to lay there, unmoving, barely breathing, because half his ribs were definitely broken. He heard the door unlatch and someone step in.

"Oh, a wise guy, huh?"

He felt something hit him, a boot maybe? His body felt like it moved, but he was in so much pain, he barely felt it.

"Sonofa… Control, I think the new prisoner is dead. What? The one in holding cell three. He's still lying on the floor where the interrogators dumped him. Breathing? No, I'm not going to check him, or even touch him! He already got blood on my boot and pants leg when I kicked him! Hell, he's even laying in a small pool of it!

"Hey! Don't go yelling at me! I'm just a guard! Well, if he's supposed to stand trial, then maybe they shouldn't have beaten him to death!"

Chase heard the door close and the muted conversation the guard was having as he walked away. Things started to drift then. He heard some sort of noise, and it felt like he was moving, and there was a bright light shining in his eyes. Wasn't that what people said? You traveled into the light?

Just his luck, the light went away then, and it got very dark.

Oh, well, probably what I deserve, was his last thought as he passed out.

#

"Dammit! I need him alive, and I need him looking healthy! We can't try him if he's dead and we can't put him up in front of the cameras looking like he's been beaten half to death!" Speaker Phillip Neill yelled into the phone. "Yes, I want him healed! Yes, I want him to look like he did when he got off that ship! I told them to teach him a lesson, not to kill him! I want all those responsible dead. I don't CARE! Kill them! ALL OF THEM! If they're not smart enough to understand that someone who's going to be put on trial before the Republic needs to not look like they've been tortured, we don't need them!

"And make sure everyone understands that! Now, I want to hear from the doctors just how long it's going to take to get him healthy and back on his feet! No, I don't care! Spare no expense! I can't afford to have him wheeled into the Hall of Justice in a wheelchair! He needs to walk!"

Neill slammed the phone's handset down into the cradle so hard, he was surprised it didn't break.

"Of all the stupid, lame-assed things!" he yelled then, picking up the phone, he dialed Ward.

"You heard?" Neill said as soon as Ward picked up. "Good. Start moving Alex's people out of any position where they can cause another fuckup like this one. No, I don't care how you do it. Just get it done! I've already told Carol to have everyone involved in this farce put to death. No, I don't care how good at it they may be. If they're this stupid, they need to pay. I need to talk to Jim; we're going to need an excuse to push the trial back at least a week. No, I'm sure he'll come up with something, he always does."

Hanging the phone up again, he dropped down into his seat.

"Leanne, could you come in here please?" Neill said, hitting the intercom button on his desk.

"Immediately, Phillip!"

"And lock the door behind you," he added. What he needed right now was a little stress relief—or maybe a lot of stress relief.

#

"Well, shit," Lucy swore as Jericho recounted what had gone down in the prison across the boulevard from the People's Hall of Justice.

"Tell me about it." Jericho sighed. "Neill threw a complete fit and ordered the immediate execution of everyone involved. Twenty people were shot at their desks. In front of everybody. I could hear the gunfire in my office. Jenny freaked completely and hid under my desk."

"You heard it?"

"The building that houses Homeland Security is attached to ours, as we do a lot of work with their intelligence people. The interrogators are all part of Homeland's Intelligence Service. I wonder if they even have any left now?"

"All of them couldn't have been involved, right?"

Jericho shook his head. "I have no idea."

"Well, at least our prince didn't die. Any word on his condition yet?"

"No. And they're scrambling to come up with a good excuse for why they're going to postpone his trial. Somebody suggested saying there was an attempt to break him out, and he got wounded in the crossfire."

"They really think people will believe that?"

"Well, it's better than telling the truth—"

"Which will leak out eventually," Lucy pointed out.

Jericho nodded. "—but they're hoping to have him tried, executed, and buried before that happens. Then it won't matter. He'll be dead."

"At least this gives us another week to plan and get things in place."

"I'm just glad we got all those weapons smuggled into the building before they locked it down. But now I'm thinking of smuggling a few into my office, as well."

"Are you sure that's safe?"

"I don't think safe matters anymore, hon; this is going to be a complete mess. Everyone is going to be terrified of incurring Neill's wrath. We need to move Marilyn and Peter in here, now. We need to get real-time communications with that spook boat commander who's the one obviously calling the shots now."

"Peter didn't say anything about that," Lucy said, giving him a look.

"Only a spook boat could have dropped them off, and they all carry dazzlers in their launch tubes. Also, that's the only thing that could have fit in that salvage yard. But the point is, we're not going to be able to break him out of prison. That plan's history. We're going to have to break him out of the Hall of Justice."

"Why?"

"Because they're going to have to reinforce all the guards and the rest of that if they want people to believe the story that someone tried to rescue him." Jericho sighed heavily and shook his head. "I want you to promise me something, Luce."

"What?"

"When the balloon on this goes up, you get the hell out of here, immediately, and run for our hideout in the country. Don't even look back. Just go."

"Why?"

"Because I don't think I'll be coming back, that's why. I failed at my duty to my emperor once, and I'll be damned if I fail a second time."

"Jerry?"

"Yes?"

"I just want you to know that, yes, I love you. Please don't get yourself killed."

"Just, please do this for me, okay? Knowing you're safe will mean a lot to me when this all goes sideways."

Lucy nodded and hugged him. "I will."

#

"Keene, why are you here, and why is this so urgent?" Jill asked, yawning. She was wrapped in a bathrobe; she'd been sleeping when she'd been woken by Artemis, of all people, and told that Commander Keene was at her door.

Keene pushed past her and hit the button to seal the door, causing her eyelids to go straight up as she looked at him, wide-eyed now.

"Keene! What the—"

"I need a favor."

"What?"

"I need a favor. I need the biggest gods-damned favor I've ever asked anyone for, and you better believe I'll risk everything I am and that I hold dear. This is important, Jill. It's the most important thing you'll ever do, and you can't tell a gods-damned soul about any of this."

Jill took a step back and, for the first time in her life, regretted not having a pistol in the pocket of her bathrobe.

"What. Do. You. Want. Keene?" she growled out, biting off each of the words.

"I need you to immediately send out new orders to Earl Combs on the Pooka. I need you to order him to save Chase at all cost."

"What?"

"And you can not tell Witner about this, at all."

"Like hell I will!" Jill yelled at him.

"Dammit, Jill! This is important. This has to do with my oath to the empire, and the emperor, and all that shit, and no, I can't tell you why! Just do it! This is worth my life, Jill. I'll already probably told you more than I should have, and I know I'll have to pay for that. But you need to do this. I need you to do this!"

"Why can't I tell Captain Witner?"

"Because he's not a noble."

"And what happens when they find out? What do I say, then?"

"Tell them whatever you want! Say I threatened to kill you, maybe? I don't care."

Jill stood there and looked at Commander Keene, really looked at him. She'd never seen him this… not quite excited, but… intense. Very intense. The look in his eyes made it clear that if he thought he had to kill her to get this done, he'd kill her.

The last time she'd seen a man, or anybody, with that look on his face, bad things had happened. She wasn't going to repeat that mistake.

"I want something from you, Keene."

"What?" he growled.

"I want something. I do this, and I'll end up in at least as much trouble as you, probably more, because I'm not a noble."

"Jill…" he warned.

"As soon as this is done, we're getting married. Immediately. Here. Tonight."

She saw the momentary look of shock on his face and had to smile.

"Why is that important?"

"Because that'll make me a noble, too. So hopefully they won't hang me."

Keene stopped, looked at her, then looked her up and down. The bathrobe, while not flattering, didn't hide much. He smiled at her. "Yes, I'll marry you, and I'll spend the rest of my life paying you back for this."

"Artemis, are you listening?" Jill called out.

"Yes, Jill, I'm listening."

"Wake up one of the chaplains and tell him he's got a wedding to perform. Keene, strip down to your underwear; there's a man-sized robe in my closet, put it on."

"Huh?"

"Love blossomed in the middle of the night, and we decided to tie the knot," Jill said.

"What about…?"

Jill walked over to the terminal in her quarters. "I'm going to take care of that right now."

Opening up the terminal, she logged into her account, and went through all the security procedures, which were several for something of this level. Opening up the prior message, she deleted the contents, put on a special security flag so it would go directly to the captain in charge with a priority flag, and added the following: Due to new intelligence, the mission to rescue Prince Chase Morgan is upgraded to 'by any means necessary'. This is to be passed on to Lieutenant Commander Combs as soon as possible, and passed onto Earl Combs, as well. All theater forces will follow his commands.

Saving it, she then loaded up the message into the queue, and once it was in, she ordered it sent with the highest priority, then had it set to not be recorded in the normal logs, but instead logged into the "highest confidence" records to hide it from any casual observers.

"Satisfied?" she asked, leaning back and smiling up at Keene.

"Thanks, Jill," he said, and then surprised her by bending over and kissing her!

Turning, she watched as he walked into her bedroom. She might have just gotten herself into one hell of a lot of trouble, but the first rule of intelligence was always trust your instincts.

And those instincts might have very well landed her a husband well beyond her means.

"Artemis," she asked in a soft voice.

"Yes?"

"Please tell me I'm not making a big mistake."

"Put your trust in your new husband, Jill."

"Hopefully, he's good in bed."

"Chaplin Pierre is awake and preparing for the two of you."

"You know, as bribes go, this one has got to be the best."

#

Captain Ben Todd sat there, rereading the flash priority message he'd just received.

For the third time.

His XO was sitting across from him, looking at him expectantly.

"When is the Kraken due back?" Captain Todd asked.

"Two days. Bad news?"

"It looks like we're about to be taking orders from a newly minted lieutenant commander."

"Excuse me, Captain?"

"We're going in, Max. This just got bumped up to 'by any means necessary', which means we all just became expendable."

Max laughed. "About damn time! If Prince Chase dies, and we're not there to stop it, you'd never forgive yourself, Captain!"

Captain Todd snorted. "That may be, but we're, what, three destroyers and two frigates?"

"What about the Musashi?"

"We pull her out of here, and they'll have to shut the FTL Radio station down."

"The Poe can handle it. I'm sure the engineers can get it switched over. But let's be honest here, does any of that really matter?"

"Max, once again, your ability to cut through to the heart of the matter remains intact. Set up a meeting with all my ship captains for twenty minutes from now. We'll be leaving when the Kraken gets back. I need to figure this out."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"


It's a Matter of Trust

ICU Ward - Parliament Hospital

Chase didn't know what to do with himself. It'd been several days since they'd lost that fight, and the gang had fallen apart. Feriggo had thought he was a big man—he was seventeen, after all, and Chase and the rest were all so much younger. Taking on a gang of kids all older than them… Looking back on it now, Chase wondered how he could have been so stupid. Four of them had been killed outright. Five more had died by morning.

He'd felt good when he'd cracked that club over Feriggo's head. He wasn't sure whether that was what had killed him, or the knives the other four had stuck in him. They'd taken the money he'd been 'holding' for them and split it six ways.

Then they'd all gone their own ways, as well.

Chase had bought some newer clothes at one of the second-hand stores. He'd even found a place to clean up. He definitely looked a lot better than he had a week ago. They all realized, after killing him, Feriggo had been holding on to a lot of their money and spending all of it on himself. He wasn't just an idiot. He was a greedy idiot.

And Chase had trusted him.

"You look like you could use a good meal, young man! Please, come check us out at the mission!"

Chase stopped and looked at the young girl handing out fliers. She was clean, and she was also very attractive, and not that much older than himself.

"The mission?" he asked. He definitely wanted to get to know this cute young girl better.

"We're over on Avenue Nine, across from the cemetery," she replied with a bright smile. "You really should come over; a fine young man like you deserves better than living on the streets."

"What's the catch?" Chase asked cautiously.

"Oh, no catch. We'd like—" she smiled at him "—I'd like for you to come and perhaps listen to our leader talk."

"You'd talk to me?" Chase asked, a little surprised.

"Of course I would! You're not dressed up in rags like the others around here. Your clothes are clean and well kept."

"I'm Chase," he said, counting his good fortune at having just bought the clothes he was wearing.

"Melonie," she replied and stuck out her hand, shocking him. Taking it—it felt so soft and warm—he couldn't help but smile.

"Melonie, dear, who are you talking with?" an older, and also attractive-looking, woman asked, coming over.

"This is my friend, Chase," Melonie said. "He's going to come to the mission tonight!"

"Ah! Doing the leader's work and helping those who need help!" the woman said, smiling. "I'm Donna; did Melonie tell you where to meet us?"

Chase nodded. "Down on Avenue Nine, across from the cemetery."

She smiled at him, making him feel warm as he smiled back.

"We have to stay here for another hour," Donna told him. "Why don't you go there and wait for us?"

"Yes," Melonie said and smiled at him. "Please, I'd love to see you again."

Chase nodded again. "I'll see you later, Melonie, Donna."

Melonie giggled, and Donna just smiled, then the two of them turned away and continued handing out fliers. Looking down at the one he was holding, Chase saw that the name of this mission was The Attilius Home. Its purpose was to take in young men and boys, saving them from a life of crime and starvation.

It was a bit of a walk to get there from where he'd met Melonie and Donna. They must have had a car or something, because when he arrived, Melonie was waiting at the entrance and favored him with another bright smile.

"Chase! You came!"

"I said I would," Chase said and stood a little straighter.

"Well, come in, it's almost time for dinner!"

He let her take his arm, and she led him inside. He didn't even notice the heavy doors and the mantrap.

The inside was nice; it reminded him a little of the cafeteria at school, before he'd been thrown out. She led him over to a serving line, and she got food with him, then she led him over to a table, where they sat down and ate together.

"So what's this place about?" Chase asked.

"There are so many young men on the streets, with no future, and no direction. Our leader, Hollis Attilius, he gives men a direction. A future, something to strive for."

"Oh? Tell me more," Chase said and smiled at her. The smile he got back was devastating, and he listened with half an ear as she went on and on about how they turned boys into men and made them strong, and fearless. Somewhere during her talking, she put her hands on him and expressed surprise at how well he was built.

For his part, Chase just ate it up. He'd never had this kind of attention from a woman before. It was definitely turning his head.

Hollis Attilius came out at that point and welcomed them all, thanked them for coming, and said that he hoped they would all stay and enjoy his hospitality. It was at that point Chase noticed that Donna had a young man with her as well, he looked maybe sixteen? Chase was a little surprised at that, as Donna was paying the guy as much attention as Melonie was to him.

"Come, I want to show you something," Melonie said with a smile as she leaned into him.

Two hours and a hot shower later, Chase found himself in bed with Melonie and getting an education in sex. It was hands down the best thing that had ever happened to him! Come the morning, she took him down to breakfast, then led him into a room with Hollis Attilius!

"So, Chase, how do you like it here?"

"I love it, sir."

"Melonie there wouldn't have anything to do with that, would she?" Hollis asked with a smile.

"She sure would!" Chase said with a smile.

"You like her?"

"Yes, sir," Chase said with a nod.

"She likes you, too. Quite a lot. I'm guessing you'd do anything to help or protect her, right, Chase?"

"Yes, sir!" Chase replied with another enthusiastic nod. After last night, yeah, he'd do anything to keep her, to be able to do all that again.

"Well, that's good. Because you see, there's this other boy, and he seems to think Melonie belongs to him, and he's pretty angry with you after all you did with her last night."

"What?" Chase asked, sitting up straighter. Someone obviously needed a beatdown.

"Yes. I'm afraid you're going to have to fight him, Chase."

"WHAT?" Chase asked, standing up and looking around the room. Melonie had slipped out while he was talking to Hollis.

"Chase, if you want to sleep with Melonie tonight, you'll have to go in there and fight him. Melonie doesn't like cowards, Chase. You're not a coward, are you?" Hollis asked and pointed at a door.

Chase, still in the afterglow and headiness of losing his virginity, and full of the righteous anger of fourteen-year-olds everywhere, stormed through the door.

What he found in there surprised and shocked him. He was in some sort of small amphitheater with sand on the floor. There was a boy who was definitely older than him by a year or two. He had a knife and was wearing what looked like riot gear, like the cops wore. He smiled at Chase, looked up into the seats, and blew a kiss.

Chase saw that it was to Melonie.

The kid charged him, and Chase was suddenly fighting for his life as he pulled out his own knife.

It didn't last long—the kid really wasn't any stronger than Chase, for all that he was two inches taller, and maybe a few years older. He also wasn't as experienced as Chase, who'd been knife fighting constantly for over a year now, and he was nowhere near as fast as Chase, either.

Ten seconds after the fight had started, the other kid fell over dead, with Chase's knife buried in his left eye. Melonie came running down onto the floor, grabbed him, and kissed him.

"My hero! You saved me, Chase! I can't believe how easy you made that look! Claude there has killed everyone who's come to save me from him! And you…" She smiled at him. "Let's go up to my room and celebrate!"

Several hours later, while he was entwined with Melonie, she freed up an arm and grabbed something off the nightstand. Chase hadn't noticed anything there earlier. Maybe she'd gotten it when he'd gone to use the bathroom?

"Here, I want you to wear this," she told him and handed him a long, narrow piece of thick leather.

"What is it?"

"It shows everyone that you're my hero." She giggled, then kissed him, and taking it back, she put it around his neck and fastened it. "It has my name on it, so everyone knows I'm with you and no one else!"

Chase liked the idea of that. That everyone would see that he owned her.

The next several weeks were pure sexual bliss for Chase. Most of his days were filled with manual labor and exercise. Hollis was apparently a fitness fanatic. Chase didn't mind the work. It was easier than living on the streets. He got fed two good meals a day, and every night… every night was full of Melonie. Well, almost every night. On those that weren't, the next morning, a young man would show up that he'd have to kill if he didn't want to end up dead. A young man who, he was told, was doing bad things to her.

It wasn't until he'd killed the third young man who was "hurting" and "abusing" Melonie that he started to realize something wasn't quite right. But still, the sex afterwards was awesome, and like the young and inexperience boy he was, he trusted her.

"Melonie?" he asked one night after he'd badly beaten another attacker. He'd learned he didn't have to kill them, just hurt them enough they gave up.

"Yes, Chase?"

"Why do I have to keep fighting people? What's going on here?"

"You have to keep fighting them so you can sleep with me."

"Why? Why can't I just sleep with you without having to fight for it?"

"Because those are the rules, Chase."

"And what do you get out of it?" he asked suddenly as he remembered Feriggo saying the exact same thing to him once.

"Every time you win, I win. I get to keep you, and I get to keep everything on the body of the man you killed. I love you, Chase. You're strong, and you're deadly. You're the best fighter I've ever ca… recruited."

Chase had the feeling she'd almost said "caught".

"What is this place? What is this place really, Mel? Don't lie, tell me the truth."

"Or what?"

"I'll leave."

"You can't. The collar won't let you."

"What?"

"The only way to leave is when you've completed your training and been sold or traded to another pit."

Chase felt his blood run cold.

"You know, I think you're ready for the big leagues."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means tomorrow, I'll have them pit you against a man who belongs to one of the other girls."

"And why would I do that?"

"Because if you don't kill him, he'll kill you? Besides, you get to bed the other woman if you win."

"And what do you get?"

"I get everything she's won, that's what I get."

"Donna, I want Donna."

Chase noticed the surprised look on Melonie's face.

"Why would you want her? She's my friend."

"How long has she looked down on you and your failed attempts?" Chase said, playing into Melonie's ego, something he was none to proud to admit had once been done to him. He'd seen enough of the two to know who was senior and who was junior. If she was anything like he'd been, she'd be resentful.

She looked thoughtful for a moment, then looked him in the eye and said, "You better not die on me, Chase. I've got plans for you! You're going to be famous on the circuit, and I'm going to be rich!"

Chase had to admit, sleeping with Donna was a lot more fun than sleeping with Melonie had been, once she'd gotten over the upset of her loss.

"Wow, after all the bad things Melonie's said about you, I have to admit, you're so much nicer than her," Chase said, looking down into her eyes after they'd engaged in a number of athletic pursuits.

"What do you mean, bad things?" Donna asked with a frown.

"Oh, she goes on and on about how you treat her like a child, and made fun of her previous fighters, especially after they lost. Honestly, I didn't want to fight your man; this was all her idea. She said you never got any winners, and now that she'd gotten me, she wanted to teach you a lesson in who was the better trainer."

Donna frowned underneath him. "Why, that little bitch."

Chase sighed. "I know, right? Honestly, I'd rather be with you."

"You would? Why?"

"How far do you think I'll go with someone like Melonie? I need someone to help me, to train me. This whole 'fight this guy I picked up off the streets' is kinda lame. Where's the money in that? I want a woman who'll set me up with a challenge. I want a woman who'll make us money."

Donna smiled up at him. "So what you're saying, Chase, is you want to be mine?"

"I want to do money fights, and not always to the death, either. We save that for the big money."

Donna pulled his head down and kissed him. "You have a deal."

Two days later, Donna was standing over Melonie's body with a bloody knife, after slitting her throat, and Chase belonged to her. The lesson there was clear. It was everyone for themselves, and the women were even more vicious than the men. Chase had been shocked to find out they were half sisters, daughters of Hollis. All the women here were connected to him in some way, most of them daughters he'd gotten on the others.

It never occurred to him to wonder how such a place could even exist inside the city.

The next few months were an education for Chase. He only fought two lethal fights in that time, getting hurt badly in one, but still winning both. The rest of his fights were either to first blood, or until first knockdown. He'd won most of those, but not all.

Surprisingly, most of the other men fighting at this level were quite happy with the life they were living. You trained, you fought, and you got laid, a lot. Donna set him up with a number of obviously rich and very willing older women. She'd warned him what the collar would do to him if he ever tried to leave her. She'd put her own on him before removing Melonie's. Melonie's had only kept him from leaving the "house", but now that he went out to private fights and private residences, the new collar acted differently.

But he wasn't stupid. Donna took the controller with her when they went to these other places for fights, or for parties, where he was often traded to rich women for sexual favors. He'd just turned fifteen, and he knew if he didn't get out of there soon, he probably wouldn't make it to sixteen. He was getting a reputation now, and there was money to be made for Donna by putting him up against bigger and better opponents. As they were no longer winner-take-all matches, but what were called prize fights, if he lost or died, all she lost was him, not the money he was making her.

So, unlike the gladiators of legends and the movies, nobody got out of there alive. Ever. Sooner or later, you always ended up in a match you couldn't win, because some people just enjoyed seeing the latest top dog laid low.

But Chase had a plan. He'd trusted these women once—Melonie when he'd gone home with her, and Donna when he'd offered to be hers and make her rich. Well, now he knew better. Sooner or later, Donna would get him as killed as Melonie would have. So he knew he had to act while they still thought they had him under control…

Chase started mentally as the dream began to fade.

"Artemis?"

He didn't get a response, but he could tell he was hooked up to some kind of machine, like the one he'd been attached to after the mishap with the ship he'd destroyed. But unlike that one, it wasn't attached to an AI.

Or was it? Pushing out into it, he found there was a very simple AI attached to the machine. Looking through it, he found his medical records. He erased the part that said he had an interface as he took over the machine. It was hooked up to a network—the hospital network, which was hooked up to a wider network—but he didn't expect he had time to try to hack through the firewalls. If he was conscious enough to be doing this, it was because someone was waking him up.

Going over his records, he saw he really had been quite a mess. They'd also spent a fortune on fixing everything that had been broken on him. It was even worse than the last time, and he'd been here a good five days.

He felt someone else with an interface start to hook into the machine and quickly retreated.

"He should be waking up now," a woman's voice said.

Taking that as his cue, Chase opened his eyes.

"Where am I?" he gasped, and then all thoughts of Donna and what he'd done to get even with her fled as he remembered the beating he'd just gotten and flinched.

"Ah, first, who are you?"

"Chase, Chase Collisward Morgan," he said, then coughed. "Could I get some water, please?"

"You mean Chase Collis; you're not a Morgan, young man. You're just a fraud."

"Water?" Chase gasped again. A moment later, a nurse came into view and handed him a cup as the bed rose up and moved him into more of a sitting position. She had to help him hold the cup as he drank. He was still feeling pretty weak.

"I'm surprised you didn't let me die," Chase said after he'd drained the cup.

"Speaker Neill was most unhappy about what was done to you."

"Only because he didn't do it himself, I'm sure," Chase quipped, sotto voce.

"The Speaker is a great man; I would advise you not to say such things. Especially as you're no better than a street rat yourself."

"We all gotta come from somewhere, Doc. But please, don't preach. I know what Neill is, and so do you. I'm just willing to come out and say it. Besides, I know what he's got planned for me. I'm sure it'll hurt lots, too."

Chase didn't miss the brief look of sympathy on the nurse's face. The doctor, however, was far less sympathetic.

"Well, then, I guess I can tell Speaker Neill that you're fully recovered and can go back to your cell!"

"Fine with me, though you might want to make sure you don't send me back too soon. I'll bet Neill's displeasure with the people who caused me to be sent here was epic. You wouldn't want any of that, I'm sure."

Chase couldn't help but let a slight smile creep onto his lips as the doctor paled quite visibly.

"See that he's fed," the doctor said, turning and walking out of the room.

"He's not the one who operated that machine, is he?" Chase asked.

"Umm, no, that was me," the nurse said with a blush.

"Oh? You're a noble?"

"I'm a baroness," she admitted with a slight nod.

"Ah, think you could do your prince a favor?" he asked with a smile.

"You're a fraud; there are no Morgans left," she said with a sad sigh.

"Well, I don't think I'm up to any bedroom gymnastics to prove otherwise," Chase said with a wink, "but if you'd go get me some food, I'll let you in on a little secret."

"Oh, and what would that be?"

Chase looked around conspiratorially and lowered his voice. "Neill didn't get them all."

She gave him a piercing look.

"Let me go get you some food."

Chase spent the rest of that day and all the next in the hospital. They attached a number of things to his body to stimulate all his muscles, as he wasn't allowed out of the bed, much less the room, to exercise. There was even a guard outside the door.

The nurse thawed considerably towards him, but she didn't talk much. It wasn't hard to tell she was terrified of her situation, because he had learned that Neill had executed a whole bunch of people over what had happened. His presence here was something of a secret. The cover story was that someone had tried to break him out, and he'd gotten caught in the crossfire.

"Time to get up!" the nurse said, coming into his room. "Moving day!"

Chase sighed and swung his feet off the bed as a pair of guards came in. One of them unlocked the shackles that attached him to the bed. He'd thought about leaving it off, because he'd picked it each night so he could sleep easier, but decided now wasn't the time to be playing games.

"Okay, let's get you out of that gown and into something a little more fashionable," the nurse said with a smile, and helped him out of the gown, then into some prison clothes that had been brought for him.

"Thanks for bringing these," he told the guards, who looked surprised. "Last thing I wanted to show up in prison wearing was something that left my ass hanging out," Chase joked with a smile.

"Hold out your hands," one of the guards said after he was dressed. Chase did so, and they put a new set of handcuffs on him.

"Spread your legs a little."

Chase did that and was a bit surprised that they shackled his legs as well. The leg shackles were then attached to the chain on the handcuffs.

"You can grab the chain and use it to keep from dragging the shackle chain," the guard said as he stepped back. "That'll keep you from tripping."

"Thanks," Chase told the man and did just that.

"Oh, and thanks for taking care of me, Nurse," Chase said and smiled at her.

One of the guards took his arm and slowly led Chase out of the room, the other bringing up the rear.

"You're not going to give us any trouble, are you?" the guard holding his arm asked.

"Nah, no point in it. We'd all get in trouble, and I'm just not that big of an ass anymore."

"What do you mean, we?" the guard from behind asked.

"We all know Neill wants me to show up pretty and unbruised or blemished for this big show he's gotta put on. So if you're nice to me, I'll be nice to you. Any idea what he's got planned?"

"Big show trial," the guard holding his arm and leading him said. "Supposed to run for a few days."

"I'm sure that'll be fun," Chase said with a sigh. "How am I supposed to die? Or they holding off on telling everyone to make it a big surprise?"

"Big surprise. Rumor says Neill's gonna do it himself."

"Well, yeah, this is his big moment," Chase said with a chuckle. "You guys work at the prison? Or just do transfers?"

"We work at the prison, why?" the one in the back asked.

"How's the bribery system work? Can I get things to make my nights easier?"

"You could if you had something to trade, but you ain't got nothing."

Chase chuckled again. "Oh, but I got lots, and I suspect you're all gonna want some of it."

"How can you have anything? You've been searched, more than once."

"How would you like my signature on signed photos you took of me posing with you? Sure, they're not worth much now, but in a few decades? Bet they'll be worth a fortune."

"What kinds of things are you looking for?" the guard holding his arm asked in a soft voice.

"Some good food, maybe a little something to drink, maybe a tablet of some sort to play games on, and read the news when I'm in my cell? Oh, and blankets."

"What, don't want a whore?" the guard asked with a chuckle.

"I don't think that would be safe for anybody," Chase replied with a chuckle of his own.

"Yeah, probably not. But better food, blankets, I don't think we'll have a problem with that."

"Tablet?"

"Maybe. Have to see."

Chase just nodded as they led him out the back of the hospital and into a waiting armored car.

"What the hell?" Chase said as they loaded him up into the back and then sat down with him.

"They're worried about another attempt to free you, or even kill you."

Chase just shook his head. At least the ride wasn't a long one.

The trip into the prison was an interesting one. When they got out of the armored car, they were in a courtyard that was surrounded on all sides by tall stone walls, along with a steel gate they'd driven in through. He was led in through a mantrap. On the far side, he was searched, checked in, and led down a long hallway with two more mantraps, each of which was manned by a pair of guards.

Then down a concrete staircase, and through another mantrap. Again, manned by a pair of guards.

This time, one of the guards accompanied them down the hallway, around a corner to the left, another to the right, and down three doors to one the guard unlocked and opened. He was led in by his two escorts, who then undid the shackles, followed by the handcuffs.

The guard who'd been the one leading him got out his tablet and passed it to the guard at the door. "Take a few pictures for us, please?"

The guard gave him a look. "Why would I do that?"

"Because I asked you to?"

The guard shrugged, and Chase found himself posing with the two guards together, then one more picture of him and a guard each.

"We'll be back to get them signed tomorrow," the first one said. "I'll talk with the guards here, and we'll see what we can do."

"Why would you want to do anything?" the guard at the door asked as they left.

"Can you imagine how much a signed photograph is going to be worth?" the guard other guard replied. "We throw him a few minor comforts, he behaves, we make money, and everyone is happy."

"Oh. So he really has been in jail before," the guard at the door said as he closed it and locked Chase in.

"Sure seems that way," the other guard said, and they continued talking as they walked down the corridor, not that he could make out what they were saying as they moved away from the door.

He didn't have to wonder long if this was the same cell as last time, as he could see the bloodstains on the floor. The cell itself wasn't too small, eight feet wide by ten feet long. The bed was on the wall to the right of the door. Light was provided by a simple fixture set in the concrete. There was a very simple toilet/sink structure, along with a desk, and a chair across from the desk. A few recessed hooks to hang clothes on, perhaps, on the wall between the bed and the toilet.

There weren't any windows, though there were two vents in the ceiling. One to remove air, and the other to supply it, he guessed.

Stripping down to the buff, he went over to the polished metal panel on the wall that was supposed to function as a mirror, and took a while to check himself over. He had a few new scars, which were easy to identify by the pink lines. He did a few stretches, and everything felt right. Then a few pushups and a few sit-ups. Then he put on the single pair of underwear he had, stretched out on his bed, and went to sleep. No one had taken the time to tell him what the schedule was here, or when he was due to go on trial.

So for now, his best option was to ignore it and go to sleep.


The Game of Foxes

Empire City, Jericho and Lucy's

"We have a copy of the schedule," Lucy told the others as they sat around the table in her and Jericho's basement apartment. Dave, Jericho's friend from the Navy, and Karyn, his wife, who was also a former intel operative, same as Lucy, were present, along with Clark and his wife Toni, the former Marines who owned the hotel down the street. Marilyn and Peter, the two infiltrators from the Wolfhounds, were there as well, seeing as they were now living in the apartment with Lucy and Jericho. "The trial starts tomorrow at 10:00 am. Jericho is trying to get his hands on a copy of the scripts, but basically, the trial will be four days, and on the fifth day, Prince Morgan will be found guilty, there will be one day off, then he'll be executed on Sunday, the seventh day of the week."

"How are they going to kill him?" Clark asked.

Lucy shook her head. "No one knows yet. Neill's been keeping it a secret, which means it's going to be something sensational, we're thinking."

"Can we hit the courthouse and break him out during one of the trial days?" Dave asked.

"Since the fake jail break attempt, security has been increased heavily. There are also two destroyers that are coming down into the atmosphere and taking up station at fifty thousand feet above the court whenever it's in session."

"We're only going to get one shot at this," Dave said, shaking his head. "This isn't going to be easy, no matter what. The prison is out. The courtroom is probably out, unless we don't care about killing a thousand civilians in the process, and more if it spills out into the streets.

"We need to look at those times when he's moved between the courtroom and the prison."

"Which is through underground tunnels," Peter pointed out.

"Yes, which means they won't be expecting it, though it also increases the difficulty. If we can't do that, then our best shot is either going to be when they take him off to be executed, or if something unexpected happens."

"But we don't know where they're going to execute him, or how," Lucy pointed out.

"Exactly, which means they'll be scrambling to provide security, same as we're going to be scrambling to do something."

"I still think we should try to do this when he's in court," Toni said. "We've got complete access to all the video, audio, and security there. Hell, we've got weapons and explosives hidden in there!"

"Yes, but there's… what? Eight of us? We could try calling in some of the other cells, but every time we add another group, the odds of discovery increase. All we need to do is add a cell with a sleeper agent in it, and everything goes out the window."

"We don't have to meet with the cells or fill them in on all our plans," Clark pointed out. "Just tell them where to go and what to do. When the balloon goes up, then we give exact orders. So any sleepers won't matter, because we'll be deep in it."

"Maybe, but just activating the other cells, assuming they'll do what we ask them to without any proof or explanation, will draw scrutiny."

"What we really need are more people and more ships," Dave said, shaking his head.

"I have an idea," Marilyn said.

"Great, let's hear it."

"Tell the other cells that we're going to stage a large protest. We'll have the date for them, the day before. So if anyone rats it out, they won't have time to do anything."

"What good is a large protest?" Clark asked with a frown.

"We tell them, just before it's time to go, to bring weapons. We're attacking. That, or we set out some weapons caches if we can, and tell them where to find them? But a last-minute launched attack from the outside will buy us a lot of cover."

"I don't know, sounds kinda sketchy," Karyn said.

"Yeah, but sketchy is all we've got right now. This very much means we need to come up with a plan, and we need it soon."

"When Jericho gets home tonight, we'll all sit down and figure it out," Lucy said. "I think he's got a few ideas, but he's been holding off."

"Why would he do that?" Toni asked.

"Because a lot of us are probably going to die."

"Oh…"

"Semper Fi," Clark said.

"Yeah," she agreed while nodding slowly. "Semper Fi."

#

"We're pulling out," Acting Lieutenant Commander Hank Combs said to Ensign Lacy McCree and Chief LaComb.

"When?"

"Now. Get whatever you can't leave behind, and we're going. Don't leave anything to make it obvious who you were."

"What about me?" PO Clive Macy, their engineering hand, asked.

"I want you to find an excuse to go into Empire City, either to watch over your enterprise, or maybe to do some crime or something. Whatever you can come up with that works." Hank pulled out a bag and set it on the table. "There's a hundred thousand credits in there, Clive, along with an infiltrator's comm unit. If anyone's going to get us live and up-to-date, on-the-street intel, it's going to be you."

Clive grabbed the bag, zipped it open, looked inside, then zipped it close.

"How bad is it, Commander?" he asked, looking the most serious Hank had ever seen the man.

"We got new orders. 'By Any Means Necessary'."

"I'll do my best," Clive said and, getting up, he left the table, bag in hand.

"I'm ready to go now," the chief said.

"Me, too," Lacey agreed. "I've been very careful about what I've been keeping in our room."

"Great. Now here's the part I didn't tell you about."

"Oh?"

"I'm now in command of all forces in the region. There's a small group out at Port Alpha. The Kraken has been shuttling messages back and forth. They've got a System FTL Radio under their control. The Kraken is now in system, and will stay here until we do whatever it is we're going to do."

"That's just one ship," Chief LaComb pointed out.

"I've also been given command over one assault carrier with ten mechs and a short company of Marines, three destroyers, and two frigates. They're a two-hour jump outside of the system."

"And just what are we going to do with that? That's not very much, Hank," Lacey said.

"We're going to use them however we have to. I don't know what happened back at Fleet Base, but they didn't just invoke my rank, Lace, they invoked my nobility."

"I take it that's serious?" the chief asked.

"It's do or die now, Chief. Do or die."

"So, what are we doing, then?"

"We're upping ship and heading back to Empire City. The old Navy guy we got infiltrated into the government has some ideas, but he needs me there close enough that we can real time our conversations. I got the schedule just now from him, too. Trial starts tomorrow. We've got seven days."

"Do we at least have a plan?" Lacey asked.

"That's what I want to talk to Jericho about. I know they did a whole bunch of work on the Hall of Justice, but from everything we've been hearing, they're pulling out all the stops on security."

"Well, maybe it's time we start using up those assets we inherited from my ex?" Lacey said with a hard expression on her face.

"Use them up, how?"

"They're all culpable in a plot to assassinate Speaker Phillip Neill, of course," she said with frown. "We pop that about half a day before we strike? How many security people will Neill pull off to round them up? What sort of chaos and mayhem will that cause? And then when we attack, we make sure Neill and his people realize he's the target, and we're using the prince and the trial as cover for our real target. Which is him. We're staging a coup."

"Damn, that's clever," the chief said, then laughed. "Commander, if you don't marry her, I sure as hell will!"

Hank smiled. "I like it. Now, let's get back to the ship, and we can get all these wheels set in motion.

#

Jericho sighed as he wiped off the knife and checked the peep-hole in the door before letting himself out of the apartment. He'd learned a lot of things over the course of his career, both before and after the coup.

But it was the things he'd learned he was capable of doing during the coup that were serving him now. Admiral Young had thought he was going to have a little get-together with Jenny for a little fun. What he'd gotten instead was a question-and-answer session with Jericho. Jericho had learned a lot about interrogating people, and Admiral Young's resistance to it hadn't lasted very long.

Using the admiral's passwords, Jericho had been able to find some very useful information. He also now had the admiral's uniform, eyeballs, and fingerprints, carefully stored for when he needed all of it.

With any luck, the body wouldn't start to stink for at least a week. Even then, it would take a while to identify the mutilated corpse, by which time Jericho would no longer have any cares, he was sure. He'd either be victorious, or he'd be dead. Maybe both. But he wasn't going to let his emperor down again. He should have realized Admiral Gibbons was up to something with the way he'd been acting. He could have done more. He should have done more.

The trip back home was a little longer than usual. He'd had to be careful, coming out here, and he now needed to be twice as careful going back. It was definitely later than usual when he finally gave his usual knock on the door before unlocking it.

"Jerry! Where were you?" Lucy said, grabbing him. "I was starting to worry!"

"I was dealing with a few things," he said as he stepped inside and noticed that everyone else was there waiting, as well.

"Any chance I could get something to eat?"

Lucy smiled at him. "I've been keeping yours warm in the oven. Sit down; I'll go get it."

"Let me get out of my uniform first," Jericho said with a smile.

"What's in the bag?" Lucy asked. Jericho didn't normally carry a briefcase.

"After dinner."

Lucy smiled and, setting the bag down, he went and got changed. By the time he got back to the dining table, which everyone was sitting at or by, his food was there.

"I have to ask," Peter said, breaking the ice. "Have you figured out how we're going to do this?"

"Almost. First, tell me what you've all got so far. Also, is that ship of yours in comms range yet for those encrypted ones you have?"

"Yes, they arrived minutes ago."

"Great," Jericho said as he started eating.

"There's been a change in our orders, by the way."

"How so?" Jericho asked between bites.

"It's now 'by any means necessary'."

Jericho snorted. "That's our emperor in there. It's always been 'by any means necessary'."

Jericho didn't miss the looks he got from the others, except for Lucy. She already knew how he felt.

"Now, I spent a little time tonight with the late Admiral Young, the new commander of 3rd Fleet."

"What do you mean by late?" Dave asked.

"I killed him. That's what I mean by 'late'."

"You did what?" Dave said, looking shocked.

"Dave, this is for real. This is for all the chips. No half measures. You're either all in, or you should never have signed up in the first place."

"But, why?"

"Because I had a bunch of questions I needed answered, and I needed his passcodes to get them. I also have copies of his fingerprints, and I grabbed his eyeballs so we can do retinal scans if necessary."

"You grabbed his eyeballs?" Lucy asked, getting up and going over to his bag.

"Yeah, we need to preserve them and mount them so we can use them."

"Can you do that?" Toni asked.

"Yes," Lucy and Jericho answered together.

"I'll get right on it," Lucy said, heading back to the kitchen.

"Now, what decisions have the rest of you come to so far?" he asked as he finished his food and pushed the plate away.

"Not much, I'm afraid," Clark said and related the bit about using the other cells.

"Okay, that's good," Jericho said with a nod. "Now, Peter, I need to talk to the captain."

Peter nodded and got out a small bag with a radio in it the size of tablet. Jericho looked it over. "We need to go up on the roof. This won't work well down here."

"I've noticed," Peter said. "I had to go outside before to check in with them."

"Well, Peter, Marilyn, you two can come. The rest of you can stay down here so we don't draw any attention. Somebody fetch the notepad out of that case I brought home, please?"

"I'll get it," Marilyn said.

Ten minutes later, they were up on the roof. There was a little gazebo up there, which was quite good for hiding people from prying eyes.

Sitting down at the small table, Jericho got his notes out, checked the small lamp he was using to read by, then he took the headset after Peter had raised the spook boat and put it on.

"Captain, this is Jericho. According to Peter, there's been an improvement in our situation?"

"That would be correct, Jerry. We've now got a few more ships, though I'm not sure how much that's going to help us, given the two fleets already in the system."

"Tell me what we've got, please."

"I was thinking perhaps you'd tell me what you had so far, and we'd go from there."

Jericho sighed. "Captain, you're what, a JG? SG? I know how the spook boats work; I worked with them more than enough in the Emperor's Navy, and even afterwards, when I was laying low and trying not to get stood up in front of a pockmarked wall. I figure I got almost twenty years of command experience, and I did the war college as a lieutenant.

"I've got a plan, but I need to know what our resources are, and we need to move on this now. The clock's ticking. So let's not go dick-sizing or any of that. My ass is out in the breeze on this right now. So talk to me. How many ships do you have?"

"Seven."

"What types?"

"Another spook boat, three destroyers, two frigates, and an assault carrier."

"Did you say assault carrier?" Jericho asked, surprised.

"Yes, but it's only got ten mechs and a Marine company on it."

"Oh, this is good. Very good. How long to get them here?"

"They're a two hour jump out."

"Better still. Oh, this is great. Got a pen handy?"

"Of course."

"Take this down." Jericho recited a twenty-five-digit alpha-numeric string.

"Okay, got it."

"Read it back to me."

Jericho checked his notes. Everything was correct.

"That checks."

"What is it?"

"That, my young Captain, is the official and current IFF for the 3rd Fleet. The currently being rebuilt 3rd Fleet, because your friends almost completely destroyed it, and it's now being rebuilt and reorganized."

"How'd you get those?"

"Tortured and killed an admiral, how else?"

There was a brief pause, then, "Welcome to the club. Now, what are we going to do with them? Do you think we can just jump in here?"

"No, I'd like to have them jump in about one or two light days out, and just fly in, while doing practice maneuvers. I've got a list of ship names and identifiers I'll read off to you next. It's a training mission, shaking down new crews, all that kind of Navy stuff. It'll let them get in close enough without raising any suspicions. Everyone knows 3rd Fleet is going through an extensive work-up.

"Now, the next point. How many Marines do you think you and that other spook boat can deliver here, and how long will it take you?"

"What do you want them for?"

"We're going to attack the Hall of Justice, where the trial is being held. I should be able to smuggle in about twenty people. We can put 'em in fake uniforms, and I'll take them in myself. I've already got a couple of people identified to help with this, but I could use a lot more. Anybody else, we can use them to start a diversion just before we execute our plan. I'm going to need another Dazzler launched. I'm also going to need something fired into a very specific spot on the Hall of Justice to take out the platoon of guards they've got staged there. What kind of anti-ship missiles they pack you with?"

"Big ones. But if we shoot a Dazzler into them at close range, the impact alone will do the job. What are you planning on using the other ships for?"

"Cover as you beat feet out of here after we load the prince into your ship. Once we start the attack, which will be after you destroy the security detail, we'll liberate the prince, take him up to roof, and hand him over to you, while we do what we have to do to secure your escape."

"Okay, but if I may suggest something?"

"I'm all ears, Captain."

"We've got a lot of assets in the capital. We're going to burn all of them. We're going to make it look like this is all a cover for an assassination attempt on Neill, that someone is using the trial as a diversion to stage a coup. The idea is, Neill's people are supposed to think the attack is to free the prince, but when his forces move to stop that, the coup leaders will go after Neill, who's no longer guarded. That the attack is just to draw off his guards so we can kill him."

"Not a bad idea, but that would depend on him knowing that he's the real target."

"Yeah, we're going to arrange it so that somebody discovers the plot just before it goes off, and Neill gets the alert just as the balloon goes up."

Jericho thought about that.

"We'll need those ships to make a run on the Hall of Justice," Jericho said after a minute. "That would seal it in Neill's mind."

"We do that, and I don't think any of them are going to survive, Jerry."

"Any means necessary, Captain. Any means. Command knows the price. If they're willing to spend it, it's not up to you or me to argue."

Jericho heard the long sigh. "I know, I know. Doesn't make it any easier."

"No, no it doesn't. Now, let's hash out the fine details, so we can get an idea on which day we're going to do this."

It took two hours to work out Hank and his crew's part, as well as the part to be played by the other ships. Jericho had Marilyn prepare the other data he had to give them while they were working out their plans. She then uploaded it to the intel satellite so Hank and the others could recall it when needed.

When it was all done, Jericho said goodbye, killed the connection, leaned back in his seat, and blew out his breath. It was only then he realized he was sweating.

"I noticed you didn't tell them what you were going to be doing," Marilyn said as Peter packed up the phone.

"I've got the signals security detail for the trial. I show up each day with twenty techs, and we check all the stations we've set up, the cameras, all that."

"How are you going to swap out the techs?"

"By having the Marines kill them."

"How are you going to get their weapons inside?" Peter asked.

"We already have weapons hidden in the building. They'll retrieve those while doing the checks. Security will assume, as they've got weapons inside the building, they were cleared through with them.

"Once the shooting starts, I'll lead a small team down to grab the prince, while the others provide cover. There's a secure passage to the roof that most people don't know about. We take him up that. Call your boat, load him, and he's gone."

"People are going to know you're involved, Jerry," Marilyn said.

"Yup, and they'll figure out Lucy, Karyn, Dave, Clark, and Toni soon enough. You two will probably be able to get away, but I think if we don't die doing this, or haven't left town before it all starts, we won't want to be alive when they come for us."

Jericho stopped and thought a moment. "If you two think it would be safe, I'd appreciate it if you took Lucy and Karyn with you, and left the night before."

"I think we can do that. They're both trained intelligence assets, so that shouldn't be a problem," Peter said.

"Thanks. I feel bad, sometimes, for making Lucy my wife."

"Why's that?" Marilyn asked

"Because I didn't give her much of a choice?"

Marilyn shook her head, "Jerry, you killed a bunch of people, risked your life, and your career to save her. Lucy's told me she's been very happy with you. Karyn's also been happy with Dave. You two didn't have to do what you did for them."

"Thanks. I've heard that from Lucy before, but… I've always worried that she was just saying it. Now, let's go downstairs and let everyone know what their part is in this.

"And only their part."

"Of course."


The People's Hall of Justice, Day One

Chase's Cell - The People's House of Retention

Chase stood still as they cuffed him and shackled him. The guards had done as he'd asked and brought him better food, a couple of beers, some better blankets, even a pillow and a tablet. Though the tablet was pretty limited in what it could do.

He'd posed for pictures for all of them, signed them, and made sure to follow their orders and not give them any difficulties at all.

So they were treating him well.

Once he was secured, they walked him down the hall, out of the prison block, up the stairs, down another hallway, then down another flight of stairs. They then put him in a small electric cart, which they all got in as well, and drove for a few minutes.

"Where are we going?" Chase asked in a soft voice.

"To the People's Hall of Justice. There's an underground passageway that connects it to the prison," one of the guards answered.

Chase just nodded.

When the stopped, they helped him out, and they went up another staircase, then into what was best described as a holding cell. One of the guards from the prison went with him, and inside were two new guards, who were wearing Homeland Security uniforms.

"Now what?" Chase asked.

"Now you shut up and do as you're told!" one of the Homeland guards said.

The guard from the prison held up his hand, getting their attention.

"Gentlemen, the prisoner has agreed to behave, as long as we act professionally. As we all know what happened to the people who pissed off our bosses by not acting professionally, I would advise against any strong-arming."

"Oh? And why would we do that?" the other Homeland guard asked.

"Because I'll tell my boss, and he'll personally tell Speaker Neill why our prisoner showed up in court looking less than pristine. Trust me when I tell you, we have all been warned at length about not upsetting Speaker Neill. I'm honestly surprised you didn't get the same lecture."

Chase blinked at all that. The last thing he'd ever have expected was for the prison guards to take his side in anything.

"Also, I'm being required to record all this," the guard added.

"You're recording this?" the first Homeland guard said, eyes wide.

"By order of the Speaker's office."

"Shit."

"Yup."

A few minutes of uneasy silence went by, then there was a knock on the door.

"Who is it?" the Homeland guard asked.

"Dress detail."

"'Bout damn time."

The door opened, and in came two people. They were carrying a clothing bag that was hung on the wall.

"Get him out of those chains and those clothes."

The guards all nodded, and a minute later, Chase was in his underwear. The two that came in got a nice suit out of the bag, helped Chase dress in it, then checked his hair, his complexion, gave him a slight make-up job, gave him a nicer pair of slippers than he'd been wearing, and left. The guards put a nicer set of handcuffs on him, then, but that was it.

A while after that, there was another knock.

"Time to bring out the prisoner!" someone called.

The two Homeland guards moved to either side of Chase and marched him out of the room.

"Step out of line, and we'll smack you one," one of the guards whispered.

"I'll do my best to behave," Chase replied. "One beating was more than enough."

They marched him down a hallway, around a corner, then down to another, which ended in a large double door. As they approached, the guards all straightened up, so Chase did the same. The doors opened as they neared, and they stepped out in to the courtroom.

Chase and the guards stopped as Chase took it all in. He'd been in a lot of courtrooms during his misspent youth, but nothing like this. The main courtroom floor was about the same as always, just… bigger. The jury box was to his right, and it was currently empty. The prosecutor's table was to his left. There were several people seated at it, but the main seat was also empty. Straight across from him, about fifty or so feet, was the defense table. There was one person standing behind it. His lawyer, he guessed. He was surprised they were even letting him have one.

On his right, in the center of the room, was the judge's bench. There was a witness box on the left side of it. A stenographer was seated before it, and a courtroom bailiff stood to the far side of it, near one of the doors.

There were also a dozen armed guards stationed around the floor.

But that wasn't where it ended. While there was a wall behind the judge's position, it was like a concert hall or theater the rest of the way around the room. It sloped up, and there were seats set in ranks. Hundreds of them.

And they were all full.

Chase couldn't help it; he bowed, smiling.

The guards yanked him back up quickly and marched him over to the defendant's table, stationing him by his seat. Then stepped back to stand by the railing that separated the observers from the courtroom.

"Who are you?" Chase asked the guy standing there.

"Your lawyer."

"Yeah, I got that. What's your name?"

"Harold Barrow."

"Well, Harold, I don't know who you pissed off to land such a wonderful job, but I have to ask: Is there anything at all I can ask you to do, that you'll do?"

"I'm only here to make it look like a fair trial."

Chase smiled. "Thanks for that refreshing bit of honesty. So is Neill gonna be the judge?"

"No, Judge Cornelius Lumbard from Homeland Security will be presiding over the case."

"Really?"

"Speaker Phillip T. Neill is going to be the one prosecuting it."

"Should I be impressed, or insulted?"

"Seeing as you're going to be found guilty and executed, I don't really care."

"All rise for the Honorable Speaker Phillip T. Neill!" the bailiff called out, and everyone stood. Chase watched as Neill entered from the same door the judge would probably enter from. He walked around the judge's bench, then went down and took his place behind the prosecution's table.

"All remain standing for the Honorable Judge Cornelius Lumbard!" the bailiff said next.

Chase watched as the judge came out the same door Neill had, with his clerk following, went up to his seat, and sat down.

"Please be seated," Judge Lumbard said. Then picking up the gavel, he tapped it twice.

"Court is now in session. The court will be hearing the case of 'The Democratic People's Republic of Solaria, versus the fake prince, Chase Collis.' Before the charges are read, I would like to seat the jury for this trial. Seeing as this trial is one that takes place at the highest level of the law in our republic, seating a jury of common citizens would be a disservice to both the Republic and the defendant.

"So instead, I will be impaneling a jury of ten judges, all of whom understand the laws that will be discussed during the trial here. They are also familiar with the practical application of these laws, and the impact and consequence of them being broken."

Judge Lumbard motioned to one of the guards by the door Chase had entered from. "Please show the jury in."

Chase watched as twelve men, all dressed in the same judicial garb as the judge, came in, filed into the jury box, and sat. Judge Lumbard then introduced the judges, in turn, each one standing as he called on them, and gave a detailed history of their legal careers.

It was all Chase could do to keep from falling asleep; it went on for that long a time. Probably an hour. Maybe more.

"All right, with the jury seated, if there are no objections, we will proceed. Defense?"

"Proceed, Your Honor," Harold said.

"Prosecutor?"

"We're ready to proceed, Your Honor," Neill said.

"Thank you both. Now, if the prosecution would please read the charges?"

"Your Honor," Neill said, picking up what Chase noticed was a thick stack of papers. "The accused stands charged with the following: Impersonating a prince, the penalty for which is death. Claiming to be the next emperor, the penalty for which is death. Impersonating a member of the imperial family, the penalty for which is death. Claiming the last name of Morgan, the penalty for which is death. Addressing the military while claiming to be a member of the imperial family, the penalty for which is death. Giving orders to military officers, the penalty for which is death…

Chase tuned Neill out as he continued to read charge after charge, for all of which the penalty was death. He also noticed, when Neill accused him of leading rebel forces in the Battle of Portlandia, that of course also carried the death penalty. Then he was charged for each of the people he, Chase, had tried, and of course all that was punishable by death, as well.

All in all, Chase was impressed. It took Neil almost an hour to read all the charges, and he didn't pause once. The only surprise was that Troy's death wasn't on the list. Chase was almost tempted to bring that one up.

"Thank you, Speaker Neill. How does the defendant plead?"

Chase shot to his feet and stepped in front of his lawyer.

"The defendant pleads not guilty, Your Honor!" Chase said loudly.

"Mister Collis, what do you think you're doing?"

"Giving my plea, Your Honor, per my previous experience with our legal system. It's the defendant who enters the plea, and not his lawyer; am I not correct?" Chase gave a nice, big smile as he said that. While he didn't know whether Harold had intended to enter a plea of guilty or some such, Chase wasn't about to take any chances with it.

"Son, you have a lawyer for a reason."

"Yes, that may be, but I've not had the chance to consult with him. Also, do I need to remain handcuffed during trial?" Chase asked, holding up his hands.

"Son, are you sure you are aware of the seriousness of this trial?"

"Very aware, Your Honor. I'm also aware of the two guards standing behind me, as well as the others in the courtroom. I'm but one man, and a young one at that. I don't think I present such a threat that the two standing behind me couldn't quickly deal with it. Not to mention the others here, as well."

The judge looked at the guards standing behind Chase, then the others around the room, taking a moment to note that there were four surrounding Speaker Neill.

"If the guards would please remove the defendant's handcuffs? Also, from this point forward, when court is in session, you will remove the defendant's handcuffs."

Chase turned, held his hands out to the guards, and waited until they were off. Then he turned back to the judge.

"Thank you, Your Honor."

"Okay, now as the next order of business—"

"Um, excuse me, Your Honor?" Chase asked, taking a moment to push his lawyer back into his seat.

"What is it now, son?"

"I have a legal question for the court in regard to some of the charges."

"I'm sure your lawyer can answer that, son."

"No, Your Honor, this is one that will need to be decided by the courts; this isn't anything my lawyer can deal with, as it goes to the validity of some of the charges, which I would like to move to be waved."

Chase smiled as the judge frowned and turned to look Chase in the eye. Neill was also staring at him.

"What is the question?"

"Your Honor, as I understand it, the government is now the 'Democratic People's Republic of Solaria', and not 'The Solarian Empire'. Is that correct?"

"That would be correct."

"And if I was, in fact, Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, then those charges not relating to me claiming to be a prince would still stand, as we are no longer an empire, and being of the Morgan family is of no consequence?"

"Objection! The defendant is clearly a fraud!"

"Your Honor, this goes to the validity of the impersonation charges being heard in this court," Chase replied immediately.

The judge looked at Neill, then back at Chase.

"What is your point, young man?"

"If we're no longer an empire, then any and all of those charges based on my claims of being an imperial are moot and should be waved. Otherwise, I should be given the opportunity to prove whether I am, or am not, an imperial as to answer those particular charges!"

"Your Honor! I object! That man is a fraud! He is not a prince!"

"Objection, Your Honor, on the basis of hearsay! The prosecution has no proof that I am not who I claim to be!"

Judge Lumbard banged his gavel a few times.

"There will be a brief recess while this matter is considered. I'll be in my chambers."

"All rise!" the bailiff called out.

With that, Judge Lumbard got up and left the room, with his very surprised clerk running after him. A moment later, a very angry looking Neill stormed after the judge. Chase was not surprised when the jury members all got up and followed a moment after that.

"Do you have any idea what you just did?" Harold hissed at him.

Chase grinned. "Pissed the hell off out of Neill? But it's a valid question. Either they let me prove I'm an imperial prince and a Morgan, or they drop all those charges."

"You're just making matters worse for yourself!"

Chase laughed. "Oh, please! Neill's going to have me tortured to death, no matter what happens! I can't make it any worse, as there isn't any worse for it to get! Though, honestly, I should probably fire you, so you don't get punished, too."

#

"What in the hell do you think you're doing!" Neill yelled at Judge Lumbard as he stormed into his chambers.

"Trying to figure out just how I'm going to deal with this, that's what!" Judge Lumbard shot back at him as the members of the jury entered the room. "The entire Republic, all of it, just watched Mr. Collis ask a question that is so basic and forthright that we just can't dismiss it out of hand! Is it still the law that impersonating an imperial is still a felony? Or not? And if it is, do we not have a duty to let him defend himself against that charge by allowing him to put it to the test?"

"So we let him put it to the test! So what? He'll fail it, and we move ahead."

"What if he doesn't fail? What if he really is who he claims to be?"

"You can't be serious! He's a fraud! A fake! There's no way he can pass any sort of test!" Neill yelled.

"Phillip! If there's one thing I have learned in all of my many decades of practicing law, it's that you never ask a question unless you damn well know the answer! What happens if he's a Morgan?"

"But he's not!"

"But you don't know that! He could be! And if you try to test him in secret, that, too, will get out! And you'll have your worst nightmare! An actual, honest-to-god prince of the empire sitting here in our court! My gods, man, what do you think would happen next?"

"So what? We give in?"

"He's got over a hundred charges against him, for which the penalty is death! So we toss out, what, seventeen of them?"

"Twenty-three," one of the judges on the jury said.

"And then they'll all say we're admitting he's a prince!" Neill ranted.

"No, I'll just admit that as a republic, the only charges his impersonation would bring are for fraud, and those aren't capital crimes, therefore they're not the jurisdiction of this court, so they're waived! We admit nothing, other than that we're a republic!" Judge Lumbard fired back.

Neill stomped back and forth a minute, fuming, then turned to the judges from the panel. "What do you all think?"

"Cornelius is right," one of them said, and the others all nodded.

"Chase is still going to be found guilty and sentenced to death; that's all that matters, right?" another added.

"Still, I wanted everyone to see him for the fraud that he is," Neill grumbled.

"Maybe it's better that they see we've moved on from the evils of being an empire? That we're acknowledging it's not important anymore? We play this off as a clever ploy for him to try to avoid what's coming by getting us wrapped up in things that don't matter."

Neill stopped and thought about that for a moment, then nodded. "I'll get Jim Gorloch on that immediately. Give me thirty minutes to talk to him, then I guess we can reconvene?"

Lumbard nodded. "That's fine. You can all go back out and wait in the jury box."

The others all nodded and left the room.

"I guess this Chase person really is a first-class asshole." Judge Lumbard sighed while shaking his head.

"To be able to piss Speaker Neill off this much, he'd sure have to be!" Lumbard's clerk observed.

#

When the bailiff called for them to rise, Chase knew the moment he saw the expression on Neill's face that he'd won. He smiled at Neil, who glared at him and swore.

The judge followed a minute later, banged his gavel, and sat down.

"Be seated; this court is back in session. Now, having given the matter some consideration, and having consulted with a few legal experts, we find that the defendant is correct that the impersonation of an imperial family member, even that of an imperial prince, is not a matter for this court's consideration, seeing as we are, as the defendant admitted, a republic and not an imperium. His status as a Morgan is moot in these proceedings, and his claims would only amount to a matter of fraud, which is not a crime this court would hear. Such a matter belongs in a lower court. So all those charges are now waived."

"Thank you, Your Honor," Chase said, standing up and bowing to the judge.

"Your Honor," Neill said, standing, "I would like to move that we recess until tomorrow, as this ruling requires me to re-order my prosecution."

"Motion is granted. Court is adjourned until tomorrow," Judge Lumbard said, banging his gavel.

"All rise!"

Chase looked at Neill and just grinned at him as the guards put his handcuffs back on. He didn't stop grinning at him until they'd led him out of the room and back to where his prison clothes were waiting.


Fredrick's Estate

Magni and Other Locales

Claire couldn't help but laugh as she watched the trial coverage that was being broadcast over all the System FTL channels. Chase was being his usual annoying self whenever he had to deal with something or someone he didn't like. The smile on his face made it clear he was enjoying every moment of it, too.

Meanwhile, Neill was sitting there, fuming, and looking quite unhappy. The cameras had switched from lingering on Neill, who'd been doing his best to look bold and inspiring, because being outwitted by a fraud, as Neill kept calling Chase, didn't look good.

It looked even worse when the judge came out and ruled in Chase's favor.

She wondered whether they'd show the live feed again tomorrow, or if they'd put it on a delay so they could edit out Chase's antics.

"Is he always that bad?" Katerwyn asked, having started smiling once she saw what Chase was doing.

"Sometimes he's worse," Claire replied, still snickering a little. "Chase can appear absolutely fearless, and he has always grabbed ruthlessly for whatever advantage he could get."

"That must annoy a lot of people."

"Only when he wants it to. Chase is good at reading people, and at playing them. But he's also good at being nice when he must. He doesn't go out of his way to stir people up. But he's obviously not only figured Neill out, but figured out exactly how to get under his skin. Every time Chase one-ups Neill, Neill loses face. I'm surprised Neill hasn't realized that yet. Then again, I'm surprised at how quickly he rose to the bait. I'm sure tomorrow will be another interesting day."

"Assuming Neill doesn't have Chase beaten or tortured for his performance today."

"Then everyone sees that Chase has been beaten, and Neill loses again. Oh, I'm sure it'll happen soon, but I don't know that we'll see it tomorrow."

"I must admit, I'm shocked that he'd so willingly taunt the man who has the power of life and death over him. A man who can make him suffer so greatly."

Claire smiled and sighed. "Yeah, Chase is a bastard's bastard. He'll go out being a rude and obnoxious asshole, kicking and fighting every last inch of the way. I don't think the word 'quit' is one he understands."

#

"Damn, I'm glad he was never that mean to me," Jill said as they all met in the Captain's Dayroom after watching the broadcast.

"How are the people reacting down on Savitri and Pushan?" Felice asked.

"It's too early to tell, but early indications are that the judge's refusal to allow Chase to prove that he's a Morgan made it clear to everyone he's not a fraud, and that they're afraid for everyone to find out he's a bonafide prince."

"I'm surprised he had the balls to push for them to test him," George said.

"I'm not," Keene replied. "First off, do they even have a way to test him? Short of, say, hauling him up to one of their fleet flagships, and then having him sit down at the interface in the command room? And what if it turns out he's legit? They'd have just given him control of a battleship and everyone aboard it. He'd be able to kill everyone before they could stop him."

"Yeah, but he's not real," Captain Witner pointed out.

"But does the judge know that? Do they know it for sure? Same for Neill. They may believe it, but it's clear they don't believe it utterly and completely, or they'd have called his bluff."

Witner just shook his head. "It's like Portlandia all over again. He's got the biggest set of balls in the room, and he's not afraid to prove it. Claire's right. There's no way in the world our new emperor would ever want to do away with Chase. He just loves playing these games, and he always knows that he's going to win in the end."

"Speaking of winning, have we heard anything back from our assets, Jill?" Felice asked.

Jill shook her head. "They took everything out of Port Alpha except for one of the frigates they're now using to power the System FTL Radio. They won't be coming back there until after the mission is complete."

"So it's a complete communications blackout," Kerry said.

"Unless they find away to hack into the FTL Radio station on Cor Imperii, I'm afraid so."

"So, how's married life treating the two of you?"

Jill looked at Keene and smiled as he smiled back at her.

"Surprisingly well, to be honest."

"I'll admit to being surprised at how sudden it was," Felice said.

"Oh? Like you and Ken?" Keene said, grinning back at Felice, who actually blushed.

"Well, umm, we do have a history…"

"I think what happened to Chase made us both realize there are no guarantees in this life, especially when you think about what we're trying to do," Keene said with a thoughtful look while putting his hand on top of Jill's as they sat at the table. "So we decided to give it our best, and honestly? I'm pretty damn happy Jill suggested it."

"Jill suggested it?" Witner asked, looking surprised.

"Yeah, and the moment she did, I agreed, because damn if I didn't want her, too!"

Jill blushed at that. Keene had confessed early on that he'd always been impressed by her abilities, as well as her physical assets.

"Not to change the subject," Jill said with a cough, "but when are we going to head to the Tomb?"

"When the trial is over," Witner said. "I want to give our people every chance to succeed at saving Chase. If we suddenly go to the Tomb, and Neill finds out about it, he may just execute Chase out of hand."

Witner paused a moment, "And to be completely honest, I want to see what Chase does to Neill. He definitely won this first round, and everyone knows it. Chipping away at Neill's support helps us all."

"True. Very true."

#

"I can't believe that little shit got away with it!" Neill growled as he sat down to eat with Jennifer, his sixth wife.

"You'll have to excuse me, darling," Jennifer said with a smile, "but I was at the doctor's office today. What did he do?"

"He got the judge to throw out all the charges related to him being a fraud."

"Why would he do that?"

"I don't know," Neill grumbled. "I don't know at all. He's still going to be found guilty and executed. He won't be getting away from that! Still, it rankles me!"

"Oh, dear, sometimes you have to let these bad people have their little victories; after all, you're going to win in the end, right?"

Neill looked up at the smile on Jennifer's face. She worshipped him.

"So just smile back and ignore his games," she continued. "You're the most powerful man in the universe. In a week, he'll be nothing more than an afterthought, right?"

Neill couldn't help but smile back at her.

"You're right, Jennifer, as always. He'll be gone, and it'll be my son and our daughters who will inherit the Republic. Not some former street criminal."

Jennifer smiled at her husband again. She always felt good when she was able to make him forget about his troubles.

"After dinner, what do you say to going out and catching a show, then coming back home and going to bed early?" Jennifer asked with a sly smile. "Let everyone see that you're not worried, that you've got everything under control, as always."

Neill chuckled. "That sounds like a wonderful idea! Yes, let's!"

#

They were sitting in the breakroom of Jericho's shop. There were just too many of them to sit down in the apartment now. The two spook ships, the Pooka and the Kraken, had smuggled in forty Marines, twenty each. The Kraken was working on a second trip and would hopefully be back tomorrow night with twenty more.

"All right, everyone, listen up," Jericho said as everyone got quiet. "Tomorrow is when they're going to present all the evidence against our prince. It's going to be long, probably boring, and I'm sure with a lot of moments to pull at people's heartstrings while convincing everyone that our prince deserves what Neill's planning for him.

"The following day, day three, is the prosecution. It'll also be long.

"Day four is when the defense makes their argument. I'll be surprised if they get an hour. Then closing arguments.

"Day five is verdict and sentencing. But we're not going to be here for day five. Right now, we're planning on day four being the day this all happens. There's a lot that's going to be happening to make this work. I'll tell you straight up, this isn't going to be easy. Eighteen of you will be joining me. Clark and Toni, here, who are also Marines, though retired, are going to be joining me, as well. They have the local knowledge, and they'll be in charge of those who go with me.

"David, here, is former Navy, same as me. He's going to be working with the rest of you. We're going to need several diversions. He'll be going over those with you and coordinating your efforts once things kick off. Now, any questions?"

"What happens afterwards?" a Marine Gunny Sergeant asked.

"No idea, that's not my job."

"Why not?"

"Because the likelihood of me being captured is a high one, so it's better that I don't know. We have two people who'll go over your options with you tomorrow, during the day. They'll be the ones who'll tell you what your options are and how to best carry them out. Look, I'm not going to lie to you. Most of you are probably going to die. I'm probably going to die. The only thing that matters here is saving our emperor. I was in the palace when shit went down the last time. I may have only been an ensign, but my failure to stop what happened will be with me always. I'll not fail a second time, and neither will any of you."

Jericho gave them all a long look.

"We clear?" he asked.

"Hoorah!" they all replied together, making him smile.

"Now, let's go over the basics of what I'll need, then we can figure out who's going with me, and who's going with David."

"So how do they look?" Jericho asked Toni and Clark after they'd gotten the Marines settled and bunked down for the night.

"Inspired. They look positively inspired. Some of them have actually met him, and they all love him. They're all volunteers; they all know the stakes," Clark said.

"They're all highly experienced, too," Toni added. "Not a combat virgin in the bunch. So these aren't people who're going to crack under pressure."

"I have to ask, are you two sure you want to join me on the inside? It's hands-down the most dangerous part of this mission."

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," Clark said.

"Yeah, retirement isn't as much fun as we thought it would be," Toni agreed with a nod. "Besides, how many times do you get to save your emperor?"

"Right?" Clark agreed with a smile.

"Just needed to be sure. Now, here's our plan for day four, Thursday. Unless Chase does anything unexpected, they're giving the defense team about thirty minutes to make their case. The defense will then rest, and they'll go into closing arguments. Neill goes first, and that's going to take at least an hour, maybe longer."

"Do we hit at that point?"

"Right now, we're hoping to hit right after Neill finishes. We need him not to be talking when things start. So we either go before or after he gets up to talk."

"Why's that important?"

"Because we have a very clever diversion figured out."

"Just how clever is clever?" Toni asked.

"You'll gonna love it, trust me," Jericho said, yawning. "Now it's almost 0400, and I'd like to get at least a couple hours sleep before I have to report in."

"Goodnight!"

#

Chase settled down in his chair behind the defendant's table. The second day of the trial was about to begin. It was obvious there was a schedule they were following, but so far, no one had seen fit to supply him with a copy.

"So what's the plan for today?" he asked Harold, who so far, hadn't bailed on him—yet.

"They're going to be presenting all the evidence they have against you."

"And? What does that mean? Witnesses? Cross examinations?"

"No, those are tomorrow. This is going to just be the evidence being entered into the proceedings. Normally, that's done behind the scenes, and only the prosecution and the defense get to see it. It was decided, however, that in this trial, all the evidence would be entered publicly. Everyone will get to see all the video evidence, hear all the audio evidence, and then listen as all of the statements are read into the record."

"Can we make any motions?"

"No."

"Have you seen any of the evidence?"

"Of course not; what's the point? You can't challenge it, and you can't add to it."

"Why can't I add to it?"

"Because it's the evidence against you. That's why."

"I can't present any evidence to support me?"

"There isn't any."

"Oh, there isn't? Do you have a list of what they're going to present?"

"No, why?"

"All rise for Speaker Phillip T. Neill!"

Chase got to his feet. When Neill looked at him with a nasty smile, Chase winked back at him. The scowl that momentarily passed over Neill's face was worth it.

"All remain standing for the Honorable Judge Cornelius Lumbard!"

Chase watched as the judge came in, sat down, banged his gavel once, and then said, "Court is now in session. The court will be continuing to hear the case of 'The Democratic People's Republic of Solaria versus the fake prince, Chase Collis'. The jury will now be brought in and seated as the evidence in the case is presented."

"Your Honor?" Chase asked, remaining on his feet as Harold sat, then scrambled back to his feet.

"Yes, son?"

"Two things, Your Honor," Chase said while stepping hard on Harold's foot as he started to open his mouth. "The first is that I wasn't presented with a list of the evidence to be entered into trial today, nor the ability to request any entries of my own."

"Oh? Is that so?"

"Yes, Your Honor. The second is, as the court ceded the question yesterday regarding whether or not I was a legitimate prince, I would ask that I cease being addressed as 'the fake prince, Chase Collis.'"

"Objection!" Neill said, jumping to his feet.

"To which motion?" Judge Lumbard asked.

"Both, Your Honor!"

"The first is overruled. I know a list of the evidence exists, I've seen it, and it would please the court very much if you shared it with the defendant.

"On the second, I'm sustaining that request, as the defendant has gained some notoriety under the title of 'the fake prince'."

"Your Honor, I must object," Chase said. "I've also gained a fair deal of notoriety as 'Prince Chase Morgan'. I thought I'd just strike the whole thing in an attempt to be fair."

Chase drawled out the word "fair" and looked over at Neill with a big smile as he said it.

The look on Neill's face was worth it.

"Fine!" Neill yelled out. "I withdraw my objections!"

"Well, then, if there are no further objections, we will proceed."

Chase sat down, pulling Harold down by the back of his suit jacket as he did so.

"Do you have any idea what you just did?" Harold asked, glaring at Chase.

"Is that a legal question, or a moral outrage question?" Chase asked. Then as Harold started to open his mouth, Chase poked him in the chest with a finger. "On further consideration, I don't care. Harold, your only job is to answer my questions and keep your mouth shut. If you're nice, I'll fire you tomorrow, so you won't get in trouble when I start cross-examining the witnesses—Ah! Thank you!" Chase said. Reaching across Harold to take the list of evidence, and plucking the pen out of Harold's pocket, he started going down it, one item at a time.

Six hours and one lunch break later, the prosecution had finished presenting all their evidence. Chase was immediately on his feet.

"Your Honor?"

"Yes, son?" Judge Lumbard asked with a heavy sigh.

"I've got a list of evidence I would like presented, now that the prosecution has completed their presentation."

"Seriously, son?"

"Very much so, Your Honor. On a number of those presentations, they were edited to remove the list of crimes the person I sentenced was charged with. I would like the full and unedited trials to be shown—or at the very least, the list of charges that had been presented against each of the individuals. I would also like the trials of the military members who were accused, the list of their crimes, and what they were sentenced to."

"Do you have any idea how long that will take, son?"

"About three hours, Your Honor, if we just show the charges in the first group, and the charges as well as the sentencing in the second."

"What does the prosecution have to say?"

"Your Honor, do we really have the time for this?" Neill asked, getting to his feet.

"Son?"

"Your Honor, if all of the evidence submitted this morning is waived due to being incomplete, I'll withdraw my request."

"Now hold on there, you little sh—" Chase almost laughed as Neill stopped just before he swore.

"I take it the prosecution is not willing to agree to a waiver of evidence?" Judge Lumbard asked.

"No, Your Honor, we are not."

"Fine, there will be a twenty-minute recess, then we'll see the rest of those recordings." The judge hit his gavel.

"All rise!"

Everyone stood as the judge left the courtroom.

"You know, you're only making it worse on yourself," Harold muttered.

Chase laughed. "I'm going to be tortured to death; trust me, it ain't going to get any worse than that. Seriously, lighten up, Harold. Not everyone gets a front row seat to watching their boss make a fool out of himself!"

Chase grinned as Harold paled and thought about the implications of that.

Chase was back in his cell and just getting comfortable when the upper panel slid open and he saw one of the guards looking at him.

"Up on your feet, Chase! You've got a visitor."

Chase immediately did as he was told, putting his hands on the top of his head, and facing the back of the cell.

"Seeing as I don't know anyone around here anymore, I guess that can only mean one thing," Chase said as the door opened, and two of the guards came in and proceeded to handcuff and shackle him.

"Bit of a favor, guys?" he asked as they finished.

"I don't think we can protect you from what's coming, Chase," one of them whispered.

"Just make sure I'm at the trial tomorrow, even if you have to drag my unconscious body there, okay?"

"I think we can do that."

"Thanks."

They led Chase out of the block and up the staircase. He went through two different mantraps, but other than that, he was pretty much lost. When they finally came to a door, he was shown into a whitewashed room with a set of manacles hanging from the ceiling in the center.

"Yup, gonna be one of those visits." Chase sighed as they undid his handcuffs, took off his shirt, and put him in the manacles.

The guards left then ,and a moment later, he heard the door open behind him again.

"You think you're quite the smartass, don't you, you worthless piece of shit?" Neill's voice growled out.

"I must be; after all, I made you change your dinner plans just to spend a romantic evening with me," Chase said in a happy voice.

The first lash of the whip caught him by surprise, and he cried out, more in shock than in pain. The next ten lashes hurt more, but he kept it to a grunt as each hit.

"Just what do you think you're trying to do?" Neill yelled at him. "You're going to die! I'm going to cut you to pieces on a live broadcast so everyone can watch you scream and beg! Do you think you're going to stop me?"

"No, but I do think I'm going to piss you off every chance I get," Chase said, catching his breath.

Chase got whipped again. He didn't bother to count; there wasn't any point.

"You're nothing but a cheap boy whore, used by whoever gets their hands on you! You're no prince! You're nothing, nobody! I'm going to end you, and I'm going to laugh and smile the whole time you're suffering. Nothing's going to save you; no one's going to come to your aid! Your precious Wolfhounds have already written you off!"

"Oh, they may have written me off, but trust me, Phil, they ain't about to forget about you!"

"I'll destroy them, just you wait and see! Once I unlock the Tomb, they'll be at my mercy!"

"You're not a Morgan. You're just a deluded little man who got lucky. The Empire will forget about you, and you'll be nothing more than a footnote."

That must have hit a sore spot, as Chase was whipped until he passed out. A bucket of water to the face brought him back around.

"Daddy, can I whip him now? You promised!"

Chase couldn't help it; he laughed. "Teaching your son to be a little shit so he can grow up into a nice, big shit like you?"

"You watch your mouth, fraud!" the kid yelled, and Chase felt it as he was whipped across the back. It wasn't as bad as when Neill had done it, but on his raw back, it still hurt plenty.

"Watch who you're calling fraud, kid," Chase replied between gritted teeth.

"Shows what you know! My mother was a Morgan! I'm gonna go to the Tomb, and the new Empire is going to belong to me! Me and my dad!"

"That's it, Jacob, follow through a little more with your arm. It's the speed more than the power that hurts."

Chase listened as Neill gave his son instructions on how to whip someone and grunted each time he got whipped. It still wasn't as bad as Neill, but it hurt all the same.

"Thanks, Dad! That was fun!" Jacob said when he finally stopped. "Can we do this again?"

"Of course we can! There are always people who need a good whipping."

"Are you really going to cut him up into little pieces?"

"Yes, and he'll be screaming for hours."

"He won't die?"

"Not until I want him to, Jacob. Your old man, he's got a lot of experience at this kind of thing."

Jacob and Neill continued to chat as they left the room, leaving Chase hanging. He had no idea how long he was strung up, his back a throbbing mass of pain. When the guards did come back, what he heard didn't make him feel very happy.

"Any chance you can get some sort of bandage on that?" Chase asked, and then gasped in pain as they undid the manacles, and he fell to the floor.

"Not sure we'd want to," one of the guards said.

"Who do you think Neill is going to blame if I start leaking blood through my suit tomorrow?"

"He's got a point," the other guard said. "Let me call one of the docs to meet us at his cell."

"Was that really his kid?" Chase whispered after they'd carried him back to his cell.

"Yeah, that's his kid, all right. Real piece of work there, too."

"I'm afraid to ask."

"Good, cause I'm afraid to tell. Now, Doc should be here any minute. Just lie there and don't move," he said as they laid him on his chest on the bed.

"Thanks, guys. If you want to take a few pictures, I'll sign 'em, but I suggest you don't spread them around until after Neill's dead."

"Yeah, I think I'm gonna pass on that."

"Me, too," the other guard agreed.


The People's Hall of Justice

The Trial of Chase Collis, Day Three

Chase winced as he sat down. He had a big-ass bandage on his back that was slowly helping the massive amount of damage back there to heal. He'd been told to eat as much food as he could get his hands on to help with the healing nanites in the bandage. He'd committed the names of everyone involved to memory. If by any chance he survived this, he'd see to it they all got something for helping him out.

"Are you all right there, son?" Judge Lumbard asked.

"I'm fine, Your Honor. Just slept wrong last night and hurt my back."

Chase was impressed that the judge didn't even blink but just kept on with the day's events. Neill was sitting over there, smirking.

"Prosecution may call the first witness."

"Prosecution calls Detective George Harris."

Chase sat up a little straighter. Harris had been one of the two constables who'd brought him before the judge, his father, on that fateful day twelve years ago.

The detective was sworn in by the clerk, and sat down, then Neill started in on his questioning.

"Detective, can you identify the man sitting over there?" Neill asked, motioning in Chase's direction.

"Yes, sir. That's Chase Collis."

"And how do you know Mr. Collis?"

"I've arrested him at least a dozen times and brought him in as a person of interest dozens more."

"So it's safe to say you know him?"

"Yes, sir. I do. I find it interesting that he doesn't appear to have aged much since I last saw him."

"Mr. Collis is rumored to have been in suspend for approximately a decade."

Harris nodded.

"So, Detective, what kind of crimes did you arrest Mr. Collis there for?"

"Chase? A few strong-arm arrests, simple assaults, robbery—nothing really big until that last one."

"Ah, yes, what was that last one?"

"We arrested him for aggravated manslaughter and brought him before the judge."

"I see; who did he kill?"

"Another crook by the name of… Umm, I can't seem to recall, sir."

"Does the name 'Jacters' ring any bells?"

"Ah, yes, sir! That would be who he killed."

"And how did Mr. Collis plea?"

"Oh, like they all do. He claimed it was self-defense, but we all knew he was gonna do time for that one. At least a couple years. While it wasn't his first offense, it was his first felony."

"But the judge didn't send him to prison, did he?"

Detective Harris chuckled. "Oh, Chase there was fit to be tied when the sent him off to the Navy. We all knew he was looking forward to prison."

"Wait, you believe he was actually looking forward to prison? Why would he want to go there?"

"Chase was a pretty big man in the gang he ran with. He was definitely the leading contender for the next gang boss when the current one retired. But Chase hadn't ever done any hard time. He didn't have that bit of cred. I mean, we all knew he'd killed people before; word on the street was he had quite the body count. But to be taken seriously, he needed that prison time."

"I see, so you're saying the man sitting over there, Mr. Collis, is a hardened criminal?"

"Yes, very much so."

"Thank you, no further questions."

"Would the defense like to cross?"

"N—" Harold started as Chase put one hand in Harold's mouth and used the other to help himself stand.

"Yes, defense would like to cross, and effective immediately, Harold here is fired, and I'm representing myself, Your Honor, if I may be allowed to do so."

"This is most unusual, son; are you sure you want to do this?"

"Your Honor, may I approach the bench?"

"Please do."

Chase walked up to the bench, with Neill walking up to it as well. Chase had been to court more than enough times, and had seen a lot of trials while waiting for his own, to know how it worked.

"Your Honor, let's be blunt here," Chase said in a soft voice, "Harold there won't give me a good defense because he's too afraid of what will happen to him if he does, and to be honest, I'm worried that I've probably already gotten him in trouble for what's gone on here the past two days. I can defend myself, for all the good it'll do me."

"Neill?" the judge asked.

"Sure, why not? This little rat isn't going to change anything. I'm sure it'll give all of us a good laugh as we see him try to struggle with his defense."

"Well, then, I'll allow it."

"Great—" Neill started.

"If you slap me on the back, Neill, when I go down on the floor, everyone is going to quickly discover that you whipped me last night!" Chase growled in a low voice, causing Neill to stop mid-swing and step away.

Judge Lumbard looked surprised, and then frowned a little.

"I thought there were to be no punishments until after he was found guilty, Phillip?"

"He stepped out of line, so he got a little correction, that's all, Cornelius, nothing more."

Judge Lumbard just sighed as Chase turned to the witness, and Neill went back to his seat. Chase was sure Detective Harris had heard all that. He did not look happy.

"Harris! Wow, you finally made detective!" Chase said with a smile as he walked over to the witness stand, put on hand on the side, and steadied himself a little. "When did that happen?"

"A little over six years ago."

"What happened to Coughlin, your old partner?"

"Steve retired as a constable about a year after I got promoted."

"Well, good for him! I always liked him, you know."

"You did?"

"Yeah, he played it straight with me and the others back during my gang days. It's why none of us ever gave him any lip. Well, that and he was never slow to smack you upside the head if you did!" Chase said with a laugh.

Detective Harris chuckled and nodded. "Yeah, Steve was a good constable."

"I'm surprised he's not here? Nothing bad happened to him, I hope?"

"Not that I know of. When he retired, he moved off planet. Back to his wife's hometown."

"Well, good for him! Remember that steno girl, the one at my trial? That lovely, dark-haired girl…" Chase snapped his fingers, thinking.

"Margo?"

"Yeah! Margo! Wow. I still remember that dress she was wearing, remember that?"

"Oh yeah, I—"

"Objection, Your Honor! Is there a point to this?" Neill called out.

"Son," the judge said, turning to Chase, "is there a point to this?"

"Just checking on the witness' memory; I'll be done in a moment, Your Honor."

"Good, see that you are."

"So, Harris, just what was the name of the judge that day again?"

"Oh, that was—"

Chase smiled as Harris came to a screeching halt.

"Yes, Detective Harris? Who was it?"

Detective Harris looked at Chase, then, with a look that could have killed him, if looks could kill.

"I don't recall," Harris said in a loud voice.

"You don't? But you've recalled so many other things from that day. The stenographer, her dress, my reaction, all that! And now you're telling me you can't recall the name of the judge?" Chase asked with a smile as he leaned in close to Harris.

In a whisper he added, "Does anyone here know beyond you and me?"

"I said I don't know!" Harris shouted.

"Your Honor! Defense is badgering the witness!"

"No further questions!" Chase said with a smile and slowly made his way back to his seat.

"What was that all about?" Harold asked as he was finishing packing up his things.

"Payback. At some point, I suspect Neill is going to follow up with Harris, there. I'm also sure it won't be at all pretty."

"I just want you to know, I'll be cheering when you're executed," Harold said.

"Well, at least I'll have finally made you happy," Chase said with a snort and sat down.

The next witness was an older woman from the Navy records division, which surprised Chase.

Chase listened as one of the other prosecutors on Neill's team went through the introductory stuff of getting the witness to explain who they were and what they did.

"Now, with all that out of the way," she continued, "how would you explain Mr. Collis over there ending up assigned to the Wolfhounds?"

"There must have been a mistake. There's no other way to explain it. Conscripts are never assigned to the elite units."

"So you're saying that it's purely an administrative error that lead to Mr. Collis being assigned there?"

"There's no other explanation."

"No further questions, Your Honor."

"Son?"

Chase stood up. "I have a question and a follow-up," Chase said and turned to the woman on the stand.

"Now, you're saying the assignment could only have been a mistake, but I must ask—what if the judge requested that assignment specifically?"

She shook her head. "Judges aren't allowed that discretion."

"What if the judge was Prince Lance Morgan?" Chase replied.

"Uhhh…" She started to look panicked.

"Is that a yes?"

"Well… umm…"

"Objection!" Neill yelled, jumping to his feet.

"What are you objecting to? I'm just trying to get her to answer my question!" Chase yelled back at Neill.

"You're badgering the witness!"

"The witness is being uncooperative! She knows the answer is yes! She's just too damned afraid of answering it because you're here!"

"Order! Order!" Judge Lumbard said, banging his gavel. "I will have order in my courtroom."

Chase gave a heavy sigh. "I apologize, Your Honor."

"Objection is sustained; the witness is free to leave."

"Thank you, Your Honor," the woman said in a shaky voice and almost tripped, she was in such a rush to leave the courtroom.

Next, they started in on the video recordings that had been read into evidence.

Chase listened as the Portlandia video was analyzed and broken down into each separate conviction he'd handed out by the legal expert on the stand. He noticed they studiously avoided the evidence at each trial.

"So you're saying every one of those convictions was an act of murder by the defendant?" Neill asked, barely masking his glee.

"Yes, sir. Each one of those is one count of Murder in the First Degree."

"Thank you, no more questions."

"Son?" the judge asked.

Chase got to his feet. "Why did you not examine the crimes each of the defendants in those trials was accused of?"

"Well, they hardly matter—"

"I'd say they very much matter, as those who watched the full trials will agree!" Chase retorted.

"I'm saying, because you were not legally qualified to preside as a judge, or to pass judgment, that any verdict was illegal, regardless of any accusations!" the witness spit back.

"Oh? So you're telling me the law that allowed nobles to sit as judges on the bench no longer holds? The one that governed us all for over a thousand years?"

"We're a republic now! Not an empire!"

"But those places were captured territory, returned to the empire and the laws thereof! Therefore, those trials were legal, were they not?" Chase asked again, smiling now.

"They would be if you were a noble, which you're not!" the witness replied, raising their voice.

"Ah, so then you're agreeing with me, when I say that if a noble had held those trials—"

"Objection!"

"—they would be legal!" Chase finished.

"Your Honor! I must object! The defendant is not a noble!" Neill argued.

"Your Honor! Please! I was merely asking a question, a legal question! I simply wanted the expert's opinion on if he recognized the legal ability for noblemen and women to sit as judge!"

Judge Lambert sighed and shook his head. "Overruled; the question was about the law, not about the defendant's standing. I'll allow it; just don't stray, son."

"Wouldn't dream of it, Your Honor. I'm done with this witness," Chase said and sat back down.

The rest of the day was more of the same. Four hours of experts going over each of the trial videos, Neill saying his bit, then Chase standing up and asking the same question. It was boring, but Chase could see that it annoyed Neill each time he did it. So it was worth it.

When they broke for lunch, Chase ate as much food as he could manage to fit in before they had to go back to court. As they were seated, a thought struck him about tomorrow, so he flagging over a bailiff, got a pen and paper, and wrote out a request for two witnesses for tomorrow.

"Give this to the judge, please?"

The bailiff nodded, left the courtroom, and didn't return for several minutes. When he finally did, he came over to Chase.

"The judge will see to it that they're here to testify tomorrow."

"Thanks!" Chase said as one of the other bailiffs called out, 'All rise,' and Judge Lumbard returned.

The first hour after lunch was more of the same, but what came next was even more interesting. They showed numerous pieces of combat footage, showing Chase attacking mechs, destroying them, and attacking battleships. When they were finished, Neill stood up once more.

"Your Honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, and the court, this is the final and most egregious charge of this trial: that the defendant has willingly engaged in rebellion against The People's Democratic Republic of Solaria! That he has committed attacks against those who are members of the government, holding legally-granted positions. The he has attacked our naval ships, our sailors, and our soldiers. That he has committed murder, mayhem, and the destruction of property in the tens of millions of credits, if not more. That he has caused illegal governments to be formed and run by his toadies!

"We have just watched the defendant, on those video streams his own side provided, commit all those acts, for which there is but one penalty, death!"

Chase stretched, yawned, and stood up as Neill stood there, pointing at him.

"You done?" Chase asked.

"I'm not done with you yet, you lying piece of wretched scum! Telling people lies about who you are when you're nothing more than a hopped-up piece of gutter trash!"

"Okay, now that you've got that out of your system," Chase said with a smile. "Everything you saw there, folks, was not an act of rebellion. It was an Act of War," Chase said loudly, accentuating each of those last three words. "We're not rebelling against the DPRS, we're taking it back; we're conquering it. The Solarian Empire has declared war on the DPRS, and we will not rest until we have won!"

Chase sat down then and smiled.

"There is no Solarian Empire!" Neill screeched, "We destroyed it! There are no more emperors! You're all dead! You're nothing more than a washed-up bunch of lying phonies! They're just using you to gather gullible fools to your cause!"

Chase leaned back in his chair, even though it hurt, and put his feet up on the table, ignoring Neill's rant.

"No further questions, Your Honor!" Chase called out when Neill finally ran down.

The judge, Chase noticed, had been staring at Neill the whole time.

"Does the prosecution have any more witnesses?" Judge Lumbard asked.

"No, Your Honor!" one of the other prosecutors called out quickly, jumping to their feet as Neill stood there, still glaring at Chase.

"Then we are dismissed until tomorrow."

"All rise!"

Chase got to his feet, and as the judge left, he started to whistle the Solarian Empire's anthem.

That got him an even angrier look, and not just from Neill.

#

Jericho sat at his station, which was more or less the command center for the People's Hall of Justice. The head of security was here with him, and about half of his techs, the rest scattered throughout the building at key locations in order to oversee the cameras and microphones used to monitor the proceedings.

He had to admit, Prince Chase really knew how to piss off Neill and never missed an opportunity or a chance to do so. Jericho wasn't sure whether the prince was crazy, or if he was just the type of man who'd fight no matter what, and never give in, even as he lay dying.

He'd been listening carefully to everything the prince said, and while it seemed to be almost nitpicking when it came down to it, especially as he'd just repeated his questions for a good many of the government witnesses, something about it seemed… considered. Yeah, that was probably the best way to put it. The prince had to know that—no matter what he said or did, no matter what legal arguments he made—in the end, he'd be found guilty and sentenced to death.

That was when it struck him. Prince Chase wasn't playing to the court. He wasn't just doing everything he could to visibly piss off Speaker Neill. He was playing to the millions upon millions of people who were watching the trial all throughout the Republic.

For Chase, the trial he was arguing wasn't the one here in court, which he already knew was rigged. He was arguing it to the citizenry outside the hall.

Jericho suddenly wondered how Speaker Neill had come to power. He was being visibly outwitted by a man half his age, a man who'd been thrown out of school when he was twelve, if the stories were to be believed. A man who exhibited a lot more sheer animal cunning than Speaker Neill seemed to have realized.

"Did he just declare war on us?" the security head asked with a laugh.

"Seems like," one of the technicians replied with a laugh of their own.

"Don't be so quick to laugh it off, boys," Jericho said in a soft voice. "That man there still represents the largest military force in our space. Sooner or later, they're going to turn their focus on us."

"Yeah, but we've got how many fleets?" the security head replied with a disdainful snort.

"That's not the point. How many of our sailors and soldiers will we lose when the fight comes here, to our home? We need to respect our enemies, and respect their strength. We need to keep our guard up, and we need to take the threat seriously, so when the time comes to face it, we're not destroyed by it."

"Now I know why they stuck you down here; you take everything seriously, don't you?"

"We take an oath; we wear a uniform. There comes a point in life, when they start piling the responsibilities on your shoulders, that you finally understand exactly what's being asked of you, and exactly what you have to do. They called me out of retirement for this. I'm sure as hell not going to mess up now."

Jericho was surprised at how they all got quiet and nodded.

If they only knew, he thought to himself, if they only knew.

Walking into their apartment, Jericho went into the bedroom and stripping down to his boxers he just dropped down onto the bed, and sat there for a few minutes, thinking about what he'd seen today, and what he was going to be doing tomorrow.

A lot of people were going to die, and he was the one that was going to bear the responsibility for all of it. The plan was his, and he was going to be deep in the middle of all of it.

"Anything wrong?" Lucy asked, coming into the bedroom.

"With the plan?" Jericho shook his head. "No, everything is fine, and nobody expects a thing. With the world at large?" He shook his head again. "Everything. How did we end up here, Luce? How did we end up with the weight of the world—hell, the universe—on our shoulders? Everything hinges on what I'm about to do tomorrow. What we're all about to do."

Lucy sat down next to him on the bed. "To be completely honest? I'm just happy some ensign had the wherewithal to rescue me from summary execution, and to have lived long enough to be able to see this day even come to pass."

"It hasn't come to pass yet, Luce. There's so much that has to go right tomorrow, and so much that can go wrong."

Lucy took his hand. "Jerry, hon? Don't worry about it. Just go out there, do your job, and live the moment. You've got a good plan. It's simple. It's direct. You've got a whole bunch of people doing supporting stuff, yes, but none of that matters. If it works, that's great; if it doesn't, your main plan is still good.

"You need to have faith in yourself. I married a good man; I have faith in you. You'll make it work. No matter what happens, you'll make it work. Our prince will be saved, and you'll be victorious."

She leaned over, then, and kissed him on the side of the face.

"Did you see today's trial?"

Lucy nodded. "Hard to miss. Everyone has it on, everywhere. It's on a lot of the advertising boards, as well."

"What are the people saying out there?"

"That they all wish they had the balls to get in the Speaker's face like Chase is doing and has been doing. That they could fight against the power and be brave enough to keep doing it even when they knew they were going to die."

"So they like our prince?"

"Yeah, they do. It helps that everyone hates the Speaker already, what with the food shortages, the curfews, and the constant stream of executions that were so much a part of the last decade. They cheer every time Chase outmaneuvers the government. They speculate on what he's going to do next, and how he's going to win the trial."

"They know none of what happens in that courtroom matters, right? That the jury is stacked, and the verdict is a foregone conclusion, right?"

Lucy nodded and leaned into him. "They see themselves up there. They see all of us up there. We're all victims, just like him, and it doesn't matter what we do, the jury for all of us has been stacked, and the verdict was decided by the Speaker and his cronies years ago."

"So when are you leaving?"

"After we say goodbye."

"So, now?"

"I was planning on a much more involved goodbye, Love." Lucy giggled and, pushing into him harder, she pushed him back onto the bed.

"What about the others?"

"They can wait. This may be the last night I get to spend with my husband, and I want to send him off to war with a smile."

Taking her head in his hands, Jericho kissed her.

"I don't know what I did to deserve you, Lucy."

"Oh, yes you do. You've been doing it the last decade. Oh, and I have a little surprise I thought you might like to celebrate tonight as well."

"Oh?"

"I'm pregnant."

#

"I can't figure out what the hell he's trying to do up there," Kerry said with a shake of her head.

"He's laying another trap, I bet," Jill said as they sat in the Captain's Dayroom.

"Why would you say that?"

"Because Chase is an earl, and he just got them to admit that if a noble had been the judge, it wouldn't be a crime."

"But they don't know he's an earl! Hell, we didn't know he was an earl until he told us!"

"I'm sure tomorrow he's going slip in the proof that he's a noble."

"Like they'll let him do that!" George replied with a huff.

"Why wouldn't they?" Jill said. "I mean, think about it. All they've been trying to do is prove he's not a Morgan, that he's not a prince, that he's not the next emperor. No one has ever considered the idea that he's a noble, and if he's sneaky enough, that information will be out there before anyone connects it with what he just did."

Felice suddenly swore, "Son-of-a-bitch! So that's why he was going down that whole route and doing that routine!"

"And then declaring war!" Keene said with a sudden laugh. "That statement was so outrageous, everyone will forget all about the admission on nobles!"

"I was impressed he did that," Witner admitted. "He made it formal, he put everyone on notice, and he made it clear that even without him, the war will go on." Witner sighed and shook his head. "I sure hope our people know what they're doing. After everything Chase has been doing in there, if we can rescue him, it'll shoot down the image of the invulnerability of the DPRS government, as well as Neill himself."

"So you don't think he's doing it just to piss off Neill?" George asked. "You all saw how carefully he was moving today. It's obvious he was tortured last night."

"So, what, you're thinking he just did it all out of spite?" Kerry asked.

Felice laughed. "Honestly? Seeing him operate over this last year? I wouldn't be at all surprised to learn that was a huge part of it. Chase knows they're going to sentence him to death, that he can't win. But knocking another pin out of Neill's argument? Yeah, I can see him doing that just for spite."

"Me, too," Jill agreed. "Chase always knew what the endgame was for him, back when we started, and he never balked once."

"So what's our next step?" Witner asked.

"I think we need to prepare to go to the Tomb," Keene said.

"You do?"

"Yes, I do. The trial is over tomorrow. Sentencing is Friday. Execution is Sunday. Our people are going to strike on one of those three days, I'm sure. Win or lose, we need to head to the Tomb as soon as it happens, while they're in disarray. I think it's time we got an emperor, Captain."

Witner nodded. "I believe you're right."

"I'll send a message to Claire, to alert her that we're preparing to travel, and to be prepared to leave on a moment's notice," Felice said.

"Good. Jill?"

"Yes, Captain?"

"I want your people to poll as many folks as they can on Savitri and Pushan tomorrow. Also, talk to whatever sources we have on every place we've been to, if at all possible. I want to know how the rank-and-file are reacting to this trial. I want to know what the general feeling is before he's sentenced."

"I'll get right on that, Captain. I'll send all of you my current report as soon as I finish adding today's results. But right now, things seem to be trending in Chase's direction. Nobody likes Neill or the DPRS, and we all saw just how many times the mask slipped today. It's becoming obvious to even the densest people out there that Neill has nothing but contempt for Chase, and Chase has been disregarding him completely."

"All right, everyone, that's it for today. Start prepping for a move, and make sure we can recall everyone on a moment's notice," Witner said.

"Aye, aye, Captain," they all said, getting to their feet.

"You know something, Fel?" Witner said after everyone had left the room.

"No, what?"

"I'm starting to think our Chase has been holding out on us."

Felice snorted. "Yeah, but the question is, what?"

#

Chief Stan Black was sitting in a bar in New Pradesh, in his civilian clothes, drinking the local equivalent of a beer. Several members of Lieutenant Commander Harlen's people—Wisand, he mentally corrected himself—were also cruising the bars and local shops to see what people were thinking.

When he'd been here yesterday, there'd been quite a bit of laughter over Prince Chase's obvious baiting of Neill. As today's broadcast of the trial came on the different screens in the bar, things quieted down a surprising amount, as everyone stopped to watch.

"Oh, that does not look good," one of the women at the bar said when the camera followed Chase as he entered with his two guards.

"What? What doesn't look good?" one of the men asked.

"See how he's moving?"

"I'm not sure…"

"Back injury. He's been tortured. Notice how the back of his suit jacket is bunched up and not hanging down straight?"

"Now that you mention it, yeah."

"His back is bandaged."

"I wonder if that'll make him behave?" another wag asked with a laugh.

"I guess we'll see!" someone else shot back.

Twenty minutes later, everyone was chuckling as the detective fled the witness stand.

"So much for behaving, hmmm?" the woman said, looking back at the crowd.

"Wonder why no one knows who the judge was? Don't they have records of that?"

"Obviously they don't want us to know…" she replied with a thoughtful look.

Chief Black was watching the crowd when Chase asked the woman from the Navy if Prince Lance could have ordered it. Every jaw dropped in the place, and it suddenly got very quiet.

"That bastard," someone muttered, "they just admitted he's a prince!"

"No, they didn't!" someone else countered.

"Then why wouldn't they allow her to answer the question?"

"Because he was go—"

"Because they don't want to admit the truth," an old man with very dark skin called out loudly from the back. "They're cruel, they've lied to us about everything, and now we see that they're stupid, as well. Anika is right that they don't want us to know, which makes it a truth. That young man is our prince. He deserves our support."

"But he'll be dead soon!" the man who'd been cut off protested.

"And yet he still fights on! Regardless of what comes his way, he still deserves our support. He's a brave man even in the face of certain death. There's much there to admire."

"To Prince Chase Morgan!" Chief Black called out and hoisted his beer in the air.

"To our prince!" a large majority of the bar replied, holding theirs up as well.

Smiling, Chief Black finished his beer and got another one. He'd be curious to see how this developed as the trial continued. He wondered how all of this was being received elsewhere.

#

Clive dropped down onto one of the bar stools as he took a load off, dropping his backpack at his feet. Hoyte's Place was the main hangout for a lot of the local black market and other criminal types like him, which meant the respectable people, and even the law, stayed well away.

"Rough day?" Farrow, the bartender, asked as she set a beer down in front of him.

"Just being on my feet all day and having to not only sell out there with the rest of 'em, but making sure all my guys were well supplied. We must have sold two thousand shirts today! It was crazy out there!"

"Probably because everyone thinks they're gonna just call the trial and go straight to the execution," Farrow said as Clive picked up the beer and took a long pull off the bottle.

"Why they thinking that?" Clive asked as he came up for air.

"Because that Chase guy, he's been making Neill look like an idiot every day now? I mean, seriously, who thought putting Neill up against this kid was a good idea?"

Clive snorted. "That bad?"

"Oh, yeah, it's the worst! I'm surprised someone hasn't told them to cut away from Neill every time he loses it."

"Eh, he probably ordered them to keep the cameras on him as much as possible."

"Without his make-up, his prepared speeches, and a coached audience, he ain't much on live TV," she said with a snort and handed Clive a second bottle as he finished draining the first. "And then that Chase kid goes and declares war on us! Oh, the folks got a laugh out of that!"

"Cause it was funny?"

Farrow smiled. "Because Neill lost it yet again. Too bad the kid's going to be executed. He knows this is all just a sham, that's obvious, but damn if he's not putting up a good fight."

"So you like him?"

"Hey, he was a ganger here in Empire City; everybody down here likes him! And they like it even more that he keeps giving Neill the shit and won't bow down. Makes you wonder what he could have done if he hadn't been shipped out."

"So hometown boy makes good?"

"More like everyone wishes they had a set like he does. Also makes you wonder if maybe he really is a prince. I mean, who else would have the 'nads to stand up to that piece of work that claims to rule us all?"

"Who else, indeed?" Clive replied with a chuckle. He'd write up his report in a little while and send it off. But first, another beer, and maybe see what the rest of the folks were thinking.


Showtime

Cor Imperii

Mary didn't know why it was important to hide the documents she'd been sent by courier. She just knew the penalties if she didn't.

For the last three nights, she'd been hiding a bunch of stuff in the apartments of the men she'd been sleeping with. The instructions regarding where to hide them had been quite specific. Why would anyone hide something under the bottom drawer of their dresser? Talk about dumb. You never hid important stuff there! Everyone knew you wrapped it in freezer wrap and hid it in the freezer!

Kyle had a busy day ahead of him. He had six apartments to break into, and he needed to be done by ten, and couldn't start until eight. He had a bunch of evidence to plant, and if he didn't get it all done before the appropriation review meeting started, he'd regret it.

That had been made very clear.

As the evidence was foil-wrapped stacks of cash money that had been delivered to him just a few hours ago, he could see what they were going to do. They were going to frame a bunch of people for taking bribes from one of the contracting agencies, so the contract would be waived, and they could come in and win it themselves.

It was underhanded, but then, he was being well paid for what he was doing, and well, they had a lot on him, so it wasn't like he could take the money and run.

At least he'd spent a very enjoyable night with Mary. Meeting her last month had been quite the stroke of luck.

Sirocco smiled and lay back in bed. He enjoyed his nights with Mr. Stephanis; not many people knew of the aide's particular peccadillos, and Sirocco had been using them to his monetary benefit for some time now. It wasn't just the gifts he got. No, it was also the little things Mr. Stephanis would let slip when they were in bed together to flex his power and his knowledge.

Then there were the other things he did. The things that brought him the real money. Getting out the air-syringe, he pressed it against Mr. Stephanis' butt and triggered it. He'd done this before; it put Stephanis in a very highly suggestive state, and Sirocco had a list of questions to ask. He'd record the answers and pass it all on to his secret benefactor.

The list of today's questions were not the typical type. They were all about his boss, Phillip Neill, the ruler of the government. But Sirocco didn't care. All he cared about was the money it earned him.

He was on the sixth question when Stephanis suddenly went stiff as a board, made a gurgling sound, and died!

Sirocco sat there, the recorder running, the list in his hand.

He had a dead man in his bed.

HE had a DEAD MAN in HIS bed!

A powerful and connected man!

"No, no, no, no, NO!" he yelled.

Jumping out of his bed, he got dressed as fast as he could, grabbed a bag, threw a bunch of clothes in it, and fled.

Marissa sighed. Last night had sucked. Wednesday nights were always hard; she had a lot of offices to clean, and they needed to be done hours before the office workers showed up. Of course, all that was just cover for the industrial espionage she'd been doing for the last few years. She had to admit, it paid, and paid well.

Usually, she just went in and skimmed the desktop tablets using a data-gathering program she'd cobbled together back in her college days, when she'd used it to steal copies of the exams before they were given and sold those copies to the richer kids who'd rather party than study.

But this time she'd been depositing data. That was different. She didn't know what the purpose of it all was—she knew better than to ask—but everyone knew there was a huge contract about to be awarded for 3rd Fleet maintenance, the kind of money people would do anything to get their hands on. Promises had been made, and an offer to buy out her 'cleaning company' was in the making. The kind of offer that would allow her to retire far away from here.

With all of the people who were probably going to get burned today, that was probably for the best.

Tony yawned as he walked into his office and sat down at his desk. Setting down his coffee, he looked at the time—it was after nine, and the trial should be starting today. He wished he had time to watch it, but with all the vendors selling shirts and other junk around the old courthouse, his dance card, as they said, was booked up full.

Opening his desktop tablet, he looked over his mail. That was when he saw it, the email from an 'old friend'. Tony knew said 'friend' had disappeared and was suspected to be dead. Politics was a rough game here in the capital. Still, he'd helped Tony out, more than once, by supplying him with confidential information and evidence about folks who were engaging in some serious felonies and crimes against the state.

The email was short and to the point:

'Tony, we've been engaging in certain activities to enhance our chances of winning contracts, just like everyone else. As you're no doubt aware, with the amount of money involved, the stakes for these awards are often quite high.

However, there are certain things we will not engage in nor stoop to.

We have uncovered a plot. A most nefarious plot. A plot against our beloved Speaker, whose reign has profited us all greatly. I would suggest you pick up the following people as soon as possible. The evidence will make their crimes clear.

Oh, and we're sorry about your friend, however he pushed too hard and asked for too much.'

Tony looked at the list. Some of the people on it were important. A few of the others, however, were anything but. He could pull two of them in as soon as they showed up for work. If this whole thing was a scam to get him in trouble—well, routine investigations weren't that big of a deal. But if there was something going on?

Yeah, as they often said in Homeland, the path to promotion was over the dead and broken bodies of the enemies of the State.

Dennis was worried. The data sticks he was carrying would be the death of him if he was caught with them. He had a list of people he needed to give them to, a very explicit list. They'd shown up last night, couriered in just like a normal package. He'd thought it was a normal package, too, until he read the note included with them.

"Dennis, got a minute?"

Dennis turned and saw one of the security guards motioning to him.

"Why? What's up?" Dennis asked, trying to play it cool.

"Got a problem with the station here. Was wondering if you'd take a look at it?"

Dennis sighed and walked over to the security station.

"Typical, these things always fail when I've got a deadline," he grumbled. "What's the problem?"

"Apparently, you're wanted for questioning," the guard said as Dennis looked down at the display. Sure enough, his name was flashing at the very top. Pushing the guard away, Dennis turned to run and got two whole steps before he was tased and went down twitching.

#

Jericho told the driver of the large van to stop at the usual place on the way to the Hall of Justice. It was one of those things he'd been doing every morning as he and the techs were driven over. Sure, they weren't supposed to stop, but it was one of the little perks you got when you worked for one of the better bosses, and Jericho always picked up the tab for their morning coffee.

And when you considered how boring and tedious their jobs tended to be, a free cup of coffee was always welcome.

"Man, I can't wait for this to be over," Jericho overheard one of the techs say to another as they went inside the coffee shop. "Here I thought it would be exciting, but not being able to leave your station for eight hours, except to hit the head?"

"Yeah, I know what you mean," the other said as they walked inside.

"Going inside?" Jericho asked the driver. It was a new guy, not their usual one.

"Nah, coffee gives me the jitters."

"Oh, sorry to hear that," Jericho said, and as the guy looked away, he pulled out a silenced pistol and shot him in the head. Stepping back out of the way as the body fell, he checked to make sure he hadn't gotten any blood on him as two men ran out of the coffee shop and dragged the body off. A third came out, took the pistol from Jericho, and quickly cleaned up the mess as a new group of men and women, dressed in the same uniforms as the techs who'd gone in, came out, sipping their coffees.

"Any problems?" Jericho asked Clark, who, along with Toni, had made it very clear that this was the part of the mission they wanted to be assigned to.

"Nope. Just glad we don't have to clean up the mess."

Jericho checked his watch. It was five to eight.

"We need to get going if we don't want to get yelled at again for being late," he said as a replacement driver came out and started up the van.

"Yes, sir!"

"Clark, sit with him."

"You got it, Jerry."

"Everyone, listen up," Jericho said, turning to the rest of the group.

"We pull in. Guards come on and check the van. They get off, we pull into the unloading dock. We get out. They wand us to make sure we're not carrying any weapons. This takes maybe a minute or two for all of us. They change the guards often, so no one should notice anything. Don't talk to anybody. Grunt and drink your coffee.

"Once inside, I'll lead you around to each of your stations. You know the drill. Nothing has changed. If anyone asks where someone else is, you don't know, you're just happy you got the gig today, because it beats working in the office, and be on your way.

"We good?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Great. One last word. I don't know what your experience is, combat-wise. Me? My test of fire happened here almost twelve years ago. A lot of bad things happened that day, and we've been living—I've been living with it ever since. Today, we all finally get the chance to do something about it. To do something great. To serve our empire and our emperor in a way that no one else will ever be able to. Today will be our day to shine; today will be our day to change history. Today is our day to be brave and show the folks of Empire City that the Emperor's Marines and Navy do not fuck around!

"Now, go out there and show me your best, because this is going to be the day that makes us famous!"

"Hoorah!" they all called out.

"We're here!" Clark said from the front. "Get your game faces on, because we're in it."

Jericho watched as the doors opened, and one of the guards came in, looked down the aisle, turned around, and left.

"Get a move on, you're running behind!" the guard said as he closed the door behind him.

"You heard the man," Clark said, and the driver passed through the gates, then drove up to the loading dock.

Jericho led the way out of the van, moving everyone in a line up to the wanding area. There were five guys there, and they immediately moved down the line, checking everyone as the van backed out, turned around, and left.

"Cutting it close, aren't you?" the head guard asked as the others worked down the line.

"Eh, coffee shop was packed."

The guard snorted. "Navy. You guys can't do anything without your damn coffee."

"Want me to bring you some tomorrow?" Jericho asked with a grin.

"You do that, and I'll never say a bad word about you guys again!"

"Deal."

"Okay, you're done; move 'em out. We got perimeter duty in ten!"

Jericho led them all through the entry door, which the guard closed and sealed behind them.

"I hear today is supposed to be a short one," the guard said. "Assuming that idiot Chase kid doesn't drag it out again."

"Guess we'll see," Jericho replied, leading everyone off to their stations. There were six of them, and he stationed three at each of the first five, as normal, and took the remaining five with him to the sixth station, which was where the security coordinator sat, along with one of his men.

"Morning, Commander."

"Morning, Captain," Jericho replied.

"New crew?"

"Nah, I'm just rotating people into different positions today. Folks were getting bored after yesterday's session."

"I hear ya. That's why we've been rotating every day. I'll let ya get to it."

Jericho nodded and did just that. The gun cache in the main room was out of sight of the consoles, and he went around to it with Clark and got out a couple of pistols, which they pocketed. The rifles they'd grab once the attack started.

Going back to his own seat, Jericho turned on the equipment, and ran checks with everyone. Just like the last three days.

#

Chase looked around as the judge called the court to order, and everyone else sat down. He'd been given a piece of paper when he'd changed into his courtroom attire regarding the two witnesses he'd requested.

"Your Honor, I'd like to call my first witness?"

"You may do so," Judge Lumbard replied.

"Thank you. Defense calls Nurse Shelby Wallace, nursing administrator from Hunting's Hospital."

Chase watched as an older woman was escorted to the witness stand, sworn in, and seated.

"Now, Nurse Wallace, I believe you know why I've called you here today?"

"Yes, Mr. Collis. You have a few questions about your birth."

"Yes, Nurse Wallace, that's correct. First, is there a father named on the birth certificate?"

"No, there's not."

"What's the mother's name on the birth certificate?"

"Well, originally, it was Viola Collisward, but it was changed."

"Changed?" Chase asked, surprised.

"Yes. Her father came in after the birth, asked about the child's parentage—your parentage, that is—and she refused to answer his questions. So he told us to strike the name Collisward from the certificate, that she and you were disowned from the family."

"So you changed it to Collis?"

"Your mother requested that change, Mr. Collis. That was when she named you Chase, by the way."

"Thank you, I didn't know that."

Chase started to turn and walk away, then stopped and turned back.

"One last question; did you know who her father was?"

"We only knew he was from a noble house; they're the only ones that have a tendency to disown daughters over bastard children."

"No more questions, Your Honor."

Neill got up then and walked up to the stand.

"Nurse Wallace, I must say that your memory about an incident from over thirty years ago is quite good."

"Oh, it wasn't hard to remember."

"It wasn't?"

"Mr. Collisward made quite the ruckus. He even demanded the birth certificate, and with his own pen, drew a line through his daughter's last name. It's still that way on the original that we filed. Collisward with a line struck through it, and Collis written above it. First time and only time I'd ever seen such a thing."

Chase couldn't help it. He smiled.

"No more questions, Your Honor."

Chase stood up again as Nurse Wallace left.

"Your Honor, at this time I'd like to enter into evidence that House Collisward is an earl house, and was a noble household under the previous government."

"Objection!" Neill said, standing.

"Your Honor, it's a simple statement of fact!" Chase said, looking at Neill and giving him a wink just to piss him off.

"Your Honor! We just heard that the defendant was cast out of the Collisward House! So any noble status he might have had from his birth, he's not entitled to."

"You mean my mother was cast out of the house," Chase corrected.

"Overruled," the judge said with a sigh, and Chase didn't miss the look Neill shot the judge.

"Thank you, Your Honor. Defense calls Dr. Wainscott from the Empire City Medical Examiner's Office." Chase stood back up and waited as the doctor was escorted in and sworn in. The doctor was also a woman.

"Doctor, I'll confess that my primary reason for wanting you here today was to learn more about the circumstances of my mother's death."

"Like anyone cares about a common whore," Neill said just loud enough to be heard.

Chase spun and turned on him. "Is there even a single shred of common decency in that black pit you call a heart, Speaker Phillip T. Neill? That you would say such a thing about a woman dead almost twenty years? How would you like it if I referred to your mother like that?"

"You don't have the guts!" Neill said with a laugh.

"It's not a matter of guts; it's a matter of manners. Which is the sole reason I don't already have my hands around your neck. This is Judge Lumbard's courtroom, and I know he would not appreciate it."

Turning back to the witness, Chase noticed the expression on her face wasn't a pleased one.

"Sorry, now, would you share with the courtroom the cause of my mother's death?"

"You mother died of an overdose, Chase."

"Self-inflicted, I bet!" Neill said with a snicker.

"Your Honor!" Chase said.

"I would appreciate it greatly if the prosecutor would restrain himself," Judge Lumbard said with a sigh.

"It wasn't self-inflicted," Dr. Wainscott said, a little heatedly. "Someone injected a lethal dose of Midazolam, which, combined with the low dosage of Ramelton she'd been prescribed for insomnia, killed her."

Chase turned back to Dr. Wainscott. "So my mother was murdered?"

"Yes, she was. We turned the evidence over to the police but never heard anything further about it."

"Well, thank you for that, Doctor. Oh, where was my mother buried? I'm assuming the local Potter's Field?"

"Umm…" She looked down at her notes, and then back up at him.

"Your family claimed the body."

"My family?" Chase said, shocked.

"Yes, the earl of Collisward had the body buried in their family graveyard."

"Thank you," Chase said in a choked voice. "No further questions."

Chase made his way back to his seat. It took him a few minutes to get his emotions under control. Whatever Neill was saying, he missed.

"You okay there, son?" Judge Lumbard asked after a few minutes.

"Sorry, Your Honor. I just didn't expect to learn any of those things today."

"Would you like me to call for a recess?"

"One moment," Chase said and stood up. "Your Honor, as it is clear that I am a noble, and that my mother was welcomed back into her house—my house—I ask that all the charges involving—"

"OBJECTION!" Neill screamed.

"—my actions as a judge be dismissed.

"Oh, and the defense rests."

"What!" Neill said, doing a double-take before focusing on Chase.

"I'm done. Let's get to closing arguments, okay? I mean, I hear we're having beans and rice for dinner tonight at the prison, and I just love me those beans and rice! So let's do the closing arguments bit. You can go rant on and on about what a mean and nasty man I am. The judges on the jury will all nod knowingly, as they know who signs their paychecks, then I'll say my bit, and everyone gets to go home early!" Chase said while spinning his pen on the table and not looking up at Neill.

"We'll take a short twenty-minute recess, then we'll hear closing arguments. Court is recessed!" Judge Lumbard said and, banging his gavel, got up and left.

"Guys, can I hit the head and the snack bar?" Chase asked, standing up and looking at his guards. He noticed Neill was furiously going through his notes.

"Sure, let's be quick though…" one of them said, taking a glance over at Neill.

#

Jericho swore. Everyone had thought Prince Chase was going to go through all the video evidence again. That they'd have hours until they had to attack. Now, they had less than an hour. Unless Neill decided to spend all of that now free time castigating the prince.

#

Hank swore. "I can't believe he did that! Shit! We need to get things moving! Chief, fire up the uniquad scrambler! We need to get a blast out to Fleet to move their timetable up three hours!"

"On it!"

"Lacey! Start pushing those people to go, and to go now!"

"I'm on it! I've been keeping an eye on the show, too!"

#

Tony swore; this didn't look good. Dennis had encrypted files for five junior ministers and one division director. All the data sticks had the same data files, and while they were taking time to crack, they'd already cracked one.

They were planning an assassination, but he didn't have a target.

"Ward, here. What's up, Tony, that you dialed me direct?"

"Sir, we've uncovered a plot."

"So they really are going to try and rescue that fraud?" Ward asked with a chuckle. "Didn't think they'd waste the effort."

"No, sir. That's not it at all. Someone's planning an assassination."

"Wait, what? Now?"

"Yes, sir! That's what's bothering me. We got a few anonymous tips, we took in a few low-level people for questioning, and it's starting to look like they're planning an assassination… for today!"

"Fuck me!" Ward growled into the phone. "They're using our own claim that someone tried to free that bastard as cover for something else, aren't they?"

"That's what I'm thinking, sir. I got a lot of people I need to pull in and look at. But…"

"How high?"

"Two back-seat Parliament members, five junior ministers of Homeland, one division director."

"Which one?" Ward asked in a pained voice.

"Carruthers."

"Grab them, grab them all. I want their homes and apartments searched. I want their mistresses' apartments searched. Go lightly on Carruthers, just in case this is a setup, but sweat the others. Anybody lower than one of the junior ministers, do what you gotta. I want to know who the target is as soon as you figure it out."

"Thanks, Ward. I've got teams ready. I'll send them out immediately."

Ward leaned back in his seat and blew out his breath.

"What's up?" Connelly asked.

"Tony Marshall, down in the unit that's been investigating Homeland for us, hit on something."

"Yeah, I gathered that much. Any idea what?"

"Somebody's planning an assassination, and they're going to use the whole thing with that faker as cover for it."

"Hmm, makes sense. Anybody sees anything weird, they're gonna think 'rescue attempt', and they'll all run in that direction."

"Exactly."

"Well, whose ass will be hanging out in the breeze if that happens?"

"That's a good question. I don't know that we uncovered anybody. I mean, the rapid-reaction forces are tied down at the courthouse, partially because of Phil, and partially because of the story we created to cover for what happened last week."

Connelly's phone rang then.

"What the hell?"

"What?"

"It's the chief of police!" Picking up the phone, Connelly answered.

"WHAT?" he said, and looked at Ward, waving his hand. "Yeah, we'll get someone down there immediately!" He hung up his phone.

"What happened?"

"They just found Len's body, dead at his mistress' house."

"How?"

"They got an anonymous tip. Something about somebody smelling something?"

"One of us needs to get over there. Phil is gonna have a fit if that really is Len."

"I'll go. Do you think Len was the target?"

"The only thing Len's connected to is Phil. He's got no real power of his own. This just doesn't make any sense."

"I'll grab a forensics team, just, let's not tell Phil until after he's done with his performance today."

"Yeah, he and Len go way back. This isn't the time to tell him."

#

Chase was back to spinning his pen as he listened to Neill read his closing arguments. He was actually using a script! Chase had snickered when he'd seen it; it was pretty long. Twenty pages at least.

Chase wasn't surprised that he'd left the bit about Chase being a fraud in there. Neill didn't care that the judge had struck all that. Neill cared about making the big speech, putting on a big show. Preaching the Word of Neill.

It was chapter and verse of every bad thing Chase had ever done, starting with his record as a gang member living on the streets. He was going over the battle of Okla right now, telling everyone how he'd murdered the admiral in charge of 3rd Fleet. Chase was surprised he couldn't remember the man's name. Not that he cared, really.

"… and then, after that, they flew on to the Nocturne System and destroyed an orbital full of innocent civilians engaged in medical research!" Neill crowed.

Chase tuned him out again and thought about what was going to come next. Yeah, he'd get to tell a story and sling some bullshit. None of it mattered. He'd be found guilty tomorrow. The fix, as they said, was in.

He wasn't looking forward to his execution—no, that was definitely going to suck. Neill was too much of a sadist to make it quick or easy. Chase had no doubt in his mind at all that what he was about to face would make the other night's whipping look like a child's playdate.

"… so, in summary, I again ask that you find the defendant guilty of all the crimes for which he's been tried, and to sentence him to execution!"

"Damn, is it too much to ask you to say my name?" Chase called out.

"I will not filthy my mouth with your name, scum," Neill said and all but strutted back to his seat.

"I still say those lifts make you walk funny," Chase said in a faked aside to Neill, which turned the man's face a very bright red.

"So!" Chase said, standing up. "I'm sure you all were just hanging on every word of that wonderful story. I mean, I've been thinking of hiring the man to be my biographer—he didn't miss a trick!

"Oh, wait, he missed one. I killed your agent, Troy Halken," Chase said, turning to face Neill. "Nasty piece of work, that one. I slit his throat; the movie should be out anytime now."

Chase turned back to the jury. "Where were we? Oh, that's right, the telling of stories! Well, I've got one. It's a good one; it's got everything, love, betrayal, romance, action, death, murder—hell, I could go on listing things all night. I'm sure the movie will be quite the sellout.

"But let's get to what we've heard here in court. My mother was an earl. Got that? An earl. Now, why would a woman who was an earl want to give up that life of prestige and ease to get knocked up by some commoner? A man with whom she had nothing in common, one which would cause her children to be born without the very thing that defined her, her role in life, who she was, and the power she had?

"Why, she wouldn't, of course. But the problem was, the father of her unborn child—well, he wasn't just anybody. And his father had an issue with bastards. He had an even bigger issue with one of his bastards sowing even more.

"That's what my mother found herself dealing with after Prince Lance Z. Hoiton Morgan, the bastard prince, knocked her up."

"Bullshit," Neill said.

"No, what you said was bullshit, Short Stuff; now let the tall men talk, and we'll come back to you later," Chase said and blew Neill a kiss.

"You all know I'm a noble now, at the very least, so again, all that bushwa about me not being a judge or allowed to judge? Yeah, if you're gonna be fair, you can't convict me on that. Hell, you really can't convict me on any of the war stuff, either, because I wasn't the commanding officer.

"Unless, of course, you're willing to admit that I am, in fact, a Morgan prince and your emperor!"

Chase smiled again.

"Yeah, we know you can't do that; it'd be your heads. But let's pretend anyways.

"Now, my father wanted me kept under wraps, and while I actually met him once, I was just a kid, so I had no idea who he was. Then Mom suddenly dies—murdered, as you all heard—while Lancy boy was off fighting for Grandpa, err, his father that is, and I'm out on my ass on the streets.

"Notice how no one can remember the name of the judge who tried me? The one who sent me off to the Navy, and specifically the Wolfhounds? That's because it was my father, Prince Lance Morgan. He sent me to the Wolfhounds."

"Liar!"

Chase laughed and turned back to Neill. "Go ask that detective you brought in, but this time, ask him in a way that'll get an honest answer."

Chase turned back to the jury as someone ran up to Neill and whispered in his ear. "That's right, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I really am a prince. In fact…"

"Sir, we believe we've uncovered a plot to assassinate you!" one of Neill's guards whispered in his ear.

"What? What are you going on about?"

"Connelly said they uncovered a plot. They're using the trial as a cover. They're going to make it look like they're here to free Chase, but the real target is you."

Neill looked up; Chase was staring at him and pointing.

"Hey, Speaker-boy! Pay attention! This is where I call you out on all the lies and bullshit you've been spouting about my family for the last decade!"

"Preposterous," Neill said to the guard just as all the lights went out. The emergency standby lights flickered on then, just in time for the whole building to be shaken by a heavy explosion.

The guard immediately pulled Neill down to the floor as the sounds of gunfire erupted in the room.

"What? What do you mean, there's going to be a coup attempt? What? They're not trying to rescue the prince? They're here to kill Neill?"

The lights flickered, and the emergencies took over. "Hello, hello?"

"What the hell is going on down there?" the security coordinator said as someone started shooting.

"Looks like they're trying to kill Neill," Jericho said, pulling out his pistol as the second explosion rocked the building.

"Everyone! Protect the Speaker! Ignore the prince! We're under—"

Jericho shot him in the head, then shot the assistant as Clark and the others broke out the rifles and the night-goggles they'd also hidden with the rifles. Jericho had gotten them to upgrade some of the systems in the building, in case of another EMP attack. Because he knew there'd be another one.

"Follow me! There's a direct route down to the floor!" Jericho said and, leading them out of the monitor room, he pulled the tabs on the emergency door directly across, and spun down the spiral staircase. When he got to the bottom, he kicked out the panel in front of him that hid the staircase from observation. Leading with his pistol, he picked off guards who were trying to take cover behind the seats. Meanwhile, people were trying to flee the chamber, while more and more Marines kept showing up and opening fire. More than a few civilians were crossing the lines of fire as they tried to escape, and getting killed, as neither the Marines nor the guards gave a damn.

Toni was already down on the floor with four other Marines and was picking off the guards down there. Prince Chase was under the stenographer's table, obviously looking at his options, while Neill's people were moving as a group towards the entryway to the judge's chambers.

Clark shot one of Neill's guards in the back to get them moving faster as Jericho led them down the sloping aisles between the seats, jumping over the bodies of those not smart enough to cower behind the seats. By the time they got to the floor, all the guards and bailiffs were either dead or gone.

"Prince Chase, we need to get out of here," Jericho said.

"How do I know I can trust you?" Chase replied.

Jericho put his pistol on the floor and slid it over to Chase. "Just grab the gun, and let's go. The Pooka is going to be making a run on the roof once we manage to run off the two destroyers covering the building."

Chase scooped up the pistol and checked it.

"Got any extra mags?"

Jericho tossed him one. "We gotta run."

"Great, let's go!"

The trip back up the aisle towards the staircase they'd come down was a lot faster this time, but of course they weren't shooting at anybody.

When they got to the top of the stairs and back out into the hallway, Chase immediately stripped off his clothes.

"What are you doing?" Clark asked.

"There are lumpy objects in the cloth, and I sure as hell don't want to find out what they are the hard way," Chase said, not stopping until he was barefoot in his briefs.

"Damn, we should get you something."

"Let's check the bodies in the room," one of the guys suggested.

"Anything is better than nothing. Clark, are Toni and the others up on comms yet?"

"They're making their way to the roof," he said as they made their way into the monitoring room.

"What is this place?" Chase asked.

"It's the old security room for the building. Now we use it to monitor all the broadcast gear, and security uses it as their communications center.

"Hey, that thing work?" Chase asked and pointed to the halo setup in the corner.

"I have no idea," Jericho said.

"Let's see," Chase said and, dropping into the seat, he grabbed the headset and pulled it down until it locked in place against his skull.

<Warning, this is a restricted system! Please identify.>

<I'm Prince Chase Morgan.>

<I am unaware of a Prince Chase Morgan.>

<I'm Prince Lance Morgan's bastard son.>

<I am unaware of a Prince Chase Morgan.>

<Open the password console,> Chase ordered, and just as he had on the battleship, he struck, as the AI did just that. It was surprisingly a little easier than the battleship had been. Again, he dumped in his unique Imperial ID, and then marked it as accepted when it came out the other side.

<Welcome to the Imperial Defense Network, Prince Chase Morgan,> the AI said.

<Show me the local situation and what offensive systems are available.>

<Of course.>

"Jericho!" Chase said out loud. "What are the names of the friendly ships?"

"Pooka, Kraken, and anything marked 3rd Fleet is ours."

<I'm looking for the stealth ships Pooka, Kraken, and anything marked 3rd Fleet. Those are friendly. Now, those two destroyers circling overhead at ten thousand feet?>

<Yes, Prince Chase?>

<Let's get rid of them.>

#

"Captain, we're being hailed by the Fireclad, Admiral Kelly's flagship."

"What do they want, Comms?"

"They want to know what we're doing?"

"Tell them we're practicing a ground attack, then ask them what they think we're doing?" Captain Todd turned to his XO. "Range on those destroyers, Max?"

"Five minutes, Captain."

"Sir! I just detected an explosion on the ground; the west end of the Hall of Justice was just destroyed."

"Ah, our commander's work! Comms! Raise the flagship, tell them we just observed some sort of accident on the surface and are moving in to offer aid!"

"Sir! The flagship is ordering us away!"

"Tell them it's an emergency! We can see wounded! Stall! Max?"

"Four minutes, one-zero seconds, Captain!"

"Prepare for evasive maneuvers; warn the gun crews."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"Captain, they're not buying it," Comms said.

"Scans! Are any of the ships powering up their weapons?"

"Not yet, Captain."

"Comms, patch me through here at my chair."

"Done."

"Flagship Fireclad, this is the captain of the Stonecutter. Why are you not launching shuttles? There's a disaster down there!"

"Captain, clear the area at once!"

"Hells, no! I'm gonna get me a medal!"

"Captain! The area is under attack; stand clear or you will be fired upon!"

"Under attack? The hell you say! On to glory!" Captain Todd punched his microphone off. "Take me off channel, Comms."

"Aye, aye, Captain."

"On to glory?" Max laughed. "Really, Captain?"

"We're supposed to be a group of third-rate sailors. Right now, they're probably figuring I'm some JG with delusions of grandeur."

"Captain! We have missile and gunnery sites exposing themselves!" Scans called.

"Which ship?"

"On the ground, sir! Around the ruins of the old palace."

"Missile launch! Multiple missile launches!" Tracking yelled.

"Time to impact?"

"They're not heading… splash one destroyer! They're attacking the ones over head. The second destroyer is maneuvering… splash two destroyers!"

"Helm! Bring us about to port, heading two-eight-three, and bring up the nose, ten-degree climb!"

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"Comms, ask the Fireclad for orders!"

"Orders, sir?"

"We're supposed to be on their side, remember!"

"Aye, aye, Captain."

#

"Ward! What the hell is going on?" Neill yelled over the landline, suddenly grateful for the money they'd spend to harden the systems against another EMP strike.

"Someone's attempting a coup… hold on… damn! Phil! We have reports of weapons emplacements popping up around the old palace! The two destroyers overhead have been destroyed!"

"What? How in the hell is this happening?"

"Apparently, someone's found and subverted the old palace defense systems."

"Why haven't those been locked down?"

"Because nobody knew they existed? Where are you?"

"I'm in the judge's chambers."

"Where's Collis?"

"Fuck! I don't know!"

"You better get out of there, fast, Phil! Take the tunnels to the prison. I'm going to call Ryan and tell him to launch a full assault on that building immediately!"

"You don't think…"

"You don't pay me to think, Phil, you pay me to act! Now move!"

#

"We need to head up to the roof, Prince Chase! With those two destroyers gone, the Pooka will be here shortly."

"Yeah, one last thing!"

<Give me access to the military line of the System FTL Radio.>

<Do you want me to put your imperial tag on the transmission?>

<Yes.>

<You have access.>

<Attention all Solarian Forces, this is your prince talking. You're ordered to kill your political officers and stand down. Duchess Claire Geniene, your prince owes you a proposal, and after that, a wedding. You know where to meet me. Fleet Captain Witner, you get to do the honors. That is all.

<Discon>

<Disconnected, Prince Chase Morgan>

<Continue to fire on all ships of the 1st Fleet until you're out of stores.>

<Affirmative.>

Grabbing the halo, Chase pushed it up and disconnected from the system.

"Put these on," Jericho said, throwing a pair of pants at Chase. They didn't look stained, so Chase put them on, cinched the belt down because they were loose, shrugged into a shirt, and picked the pistol back up.

"Time to go!" Chase yelled, and they headed for the roof of the building, going up another emergency staircase. There were about twelve Marines, plus Jericho. Surprisingly, he even recognized one.

"Guy! What the hell! You following me around or something?" Chase said with a smile and gave him a smack on the shoulder as he went by.

"Can't let you have all the fun, now can I, sir?"

As they came out onto the roof, the sounds of weapons fire filled the air, and all the Marines immediately ran to the edges of the roof, dropping down prone, and returning fire towards targets below.

"Incoming! Eyes up!" someone yelled and, looking up, Chase saw several armored aircars coming their way.

Looking for cover, Chase reloaded the pistol and waited for the first aircar to land. As soon as it did, ten armored guards charged out the back, then six of them dropped dead before they'd cleared the ramp as the car took back off. The other four held up for less than a minute before they were cut down.

The second car came down and stayed down, with it's back away from the Marines. The armored guards coming out the back lasted a lot longer due to the provided cover, but when the windshield took too many bullet scars, the pilot panicked and took off, then something in the back exploded, and it spun out of sight.

Looking around, Chase saw a number of the Marines dash out of cover and grab the rifles and ammo belts of the dead guards. He also noticed he was down to six effective Marines.

#

"Comms! Tell the Fireclad we're going to make a pass over the roof of the building below and use our weapons on the defenders!" Captain Todd ordered, then hit the All Hands. "Gun crews! We're going to pass over the building Prince Chase is holding out on. Target any aircraft in the area or any heavy weapons approaching the building.

"Max! Where the hell is the Pooka?"

"They're in trail behind us, Captain."

"Comms, tell the rest of the formation that after this pass, we're engaging 1st Fleet."

"Aye, aye, Captain."

"Well, this is going to be the empire's shortest naval action!" Max joked.

"Maybe, but we both know this one's gonna go down in the history books."

"As long as we get the prince out."

"Right, so don't blow it!"

#

Jericho picked up the cartridge belt from one of the dead Marines. Soldiers were trying to make their way out onto the roof from the main passageways. As he watched, Clark led a charge on one of them, driving them back, and killing several before dropping back down into cover. He had no idea what had become of Toni; he hadn't seen her since the second armored aircar had blown up.

"Incoming from the south!" someone called out and, looking that way, Jericho saw a destroyer coming at them, with two more flying a loose formation to either side. The laser batteries were picking out ground targets, and small missiles were launching out of the anti-missile batteries and streaking off to explode out of sight. The moment they passed overhead, they pulled up, went to flank speed, and disappeared out of sight.

"Pooka's here!" somebody yelled and, turning back, Jericho saw the stealth ship slide in at an angle, the gear and landing stairs already down.

"Prince Chase! Let's go!" Jericho said, looking around until he saw the prince using a rifle to pick off soldiers.

"Covering fire!" one of the remaining Marines yelled out and, running over to the Prince, Jericho grabbed him and dragged him to his feet, and they both ran to the landing stairs.

Suddenly, all hell broke loose, and everyone was firing their way. Jericho got punched in the back, once, twice, then he stumbled, and suddenly he was over the prince's shoulder as he ran up the stairs.

"Get us out of here!" Chief LaComb yelled.

"We're gone!" Hank called back from the front.

"Welcome aboard the Pooka, Prince Chase! Who's your friend?"

"Lieutenant Commander Jericho; grab a first aid kit!" Chase yelled, peeling Jericho out of his uniform.

"Listen to me…" Jericho said and coughed.

"Don't talk, save your strength."

"Dammit, Sire, listen to me! Patch me through to the pilot."

"I can hear you!" came over the intercom.

"New IFF Alpha-Alpha-Indigo-six-niner-one-zero-zero-zero-five-nine-Indigo-Indigo-Alpha-Echo-Lima-Charlie."

"Got it."

"Ident."

"What?"

"Ident!" Jericho started coughing. He could taste blood; that wasn't good. "It's Neill's private code. Head for the flagship. They'll think you're him."

"And what do I do when I get there?"

"Missiles—" Jericho started coughing again "—work," he gasped out.

"Chief! Arm tubes five and six! Slave the launch commands to Lacey's console."

"On it!"

Chase slapped bandages and anything else he could think of on Jericho's back. Then he dug a couple of injectors out and hit him with a couple of painkillers.

"Let me know when we're away," Jericho whispered. "I can't fail a second time."

"I'll worry about me; you worry about you," Chase said, digging through the first aid box for whatever he could find.

"Chief!"

"Ready!"

"Get back in the engine room; this is gonna be a rough ride!"

Chase saw the chief dive into a tube. He'd heard the spook boats were short on space, but he'd never been in one.

"How we doing?" Chase called out.

"Well, there's a nice little battle going on, but no one's shooting at us. Wow, they bought it, they're opening their shuttle bay for us…

"Hold on! Lacey! Fire!"

Chase suddenly got a lot heavier as the ship's g-compensators were overtaxed.

"Scratch one flagship!" Lacey called out.

"Are we safe?" Jericho asked.

"Captain! Are we safe?"

"Yeah, we're safe, Your Highness! We're safe."

"Dial in a course for the Tomb."

"You sure about that, sir?"

"Yes," Chase said and looked down at Jericho. His eyes were glazed over, but the smile on his face was still there, even in death.

"When someone gets a chance, could you come back here and patch me up? I think I'm wounded, too," Chase said with a sigh and collapsed back against the compartment wall.

"On it!" Lacey called.

"So, how was your day?" Chase asked in a soft voice as he sat there looking at Jericho's dead body.

Yeah, somebody was going to pay. And pay big.


After-Action Actions

Wolfhound Base, Surya System

Fleet Captain Witner and his wife and XO, Captain Morrow, were trying not to laugh as Chase's closing statements were getting more and more demeaning of Speaker Neill, when suddenly the lights in the courtroom flickered, and everyone stopped what they were doing as Chase dove under the stenographer's table, causing her to look down at him in surprise.

Then the image shook, as there was a loud explosion that the feed picked up, and the courtroom went dark as the lights went out.

"Shit!" Witner exclaimed loudly and, getting up from his desk, he bolted out of his dayroom with Felice hot on his heels.

"Captain's on the bridge!"

"Comms! Recall everyone! Now! Engineering! Tell Duchess Tandesser to prepare the space drives to get underway! We'll be leaving as soon as we have everyone and everything secured!"

"Aye, aye Captain!" Comms and Engineering replied as Witner dropped into his command seat.

"And get Commander Harlen up here!"

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"We going to the Tomb, then?" Felice asked.

"As soon as we're ready. Send a message to Claire; tell her to grab Michael, and we'll meet them there."

"Ken, it's going to take at least an hour to get everyone back on board. I'd advise you to wait and see what develops before we make that call."

Witner nodded. "Use your discretion, but I want the message to go out before we go. Artemis?"

"Yes, Captain?"

"Are you able to pick anything up off that feed?"

"Yes, Captain, I am. While the video feed is no longer following the action, and the lighting is too low for the camera, the sound is still picking up quite a bit of information."

"Great, synopsis?"

"There is a firefight going on in the courtroom. It would appear our forces have made their move. Speaker Neill has been evacuated from the courtroom. There seems to be some confusion, however."

"About what?"

"Whether this is an attempt to free Prince Chase, or this is an attempted coup, and they're trying to assassinate Speaker Neill."

"Is Jill aware of this?"

"Yes, Captain. She's got all her analysts picking apart the data we've been getting. She's currently on her way up here. Also, the audio is only picking up sporadic gunfire now, and it appears to be retreating. I would give a high probability to Prince Chase now being in the hands of our forces."

A cheer went up on the bridge, shocking Witner momentarily.

"People! We got work do to! Save the celebrating until we're off duty!" Felice said in a loud voice.

Witner noticed there were a lot of red faces on the bridge, but several of the crew were still high-fiving each other.

The next ten minutes were nail-biting for Witner and everyone else on the bridge as they waited for any clues as to what was going on.

"Captain," Jill said, coming onto the bridge.

"Assessment?" Witner asked, turning to face her.

"We got him; that much we're sure of. What we don't know is whether they'll be able to hold him or get him off planet."

"We don't?"

"Probabilities are high that Commander Combs will get him out; his abilities as a spook boat captain are second to none. We also know he has the Kraken assisting him, along with the destroyers Durga, Shiva, Agni, and the frigates Whitman and Emerson. We also know the assault carrier Musashi is there, as well."

"What? That's the team we assigned to Port Alpha! What are they doing there?"

"Captain Ben Todd's orders, Captain. He's leading them and is under Commander Comb's command now."

"You did declare Combs to be the theater commander," Felice reminded him.

"Still, this was not what I expected to happen."

"Blame it on Chase, dear," Felice said with a wink. "Wherever that boy goes, things sure do seem to get done."

Jill nodded. "He does seem to have that effect on people, Captain. I don't think there's a person in the Emperor's Navy who wouldn't die for him."

"Oh? And does that include you?" Captain Witner asked, looking back at Jill.

"I'm starting to think it just might, Captain."

"Captain! Got something on the System FTL Radio! Putting it through!"

Suddenly, Chase's voice came over the speakers on the bridge.

"Attention all Solarian Forces, this is your prince talking. You're ordered to kill your political officers and stand down. Duchess Claire Geniene, your prince owes you a proposal, and after that, a wedding. You know where to meet me. Fleet Captain Witner, you get to do the honors. That is all."

This time, Felice didn't say anything as the bridge crew cheered. Witner thought he also heard cheering from outside the bridge.

"Comms, you didn't by any chance put that over the All-Hands network, did you?"

"Umm, guilty as charged, Captain!"

"Consider yourself confined to base for a week. Next time, ask me!"

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"I wonder how many ships in the Solarian Fleet just heard that?" Felice mused.

"Ma'am?"

"Yes, Comms?"

"It had an imperial tag on it. I think it's safe to say, they all heard it."

"Damn, how in the hell did he manage that?"

"It's Chase. I've learned to stop asking those kinds of questions," Jill said with a sigh.

"Felice, contact Claire and find out where we're going," Witner said with a sigh.

"He's going to the Tomb, Captain," Artemis said.

"You sure about that Artemis?"

"Yes, Captain. I was listening to them when he promised Claire he'd propose to her when they finally got there."

"Oh? And what was Claire's response to that?" Jill asked.

"That there would be violence if he didn't," Artemis said with what Jill would have sworn was the hint of a chuckle.

"Yeah, she would, too," Felice agreed.

#

Claire was pacing back and forth, wondering just what that asshole was up to!

"Dammit! He always does these things!" she said. Fredrick and Katerwyn watched her wearing a hole in the carpet as she went back and forth, each foot landing in the same exact spot as on the previous back-and-forth circuit.

"I think it's obvious to say that your Fleet Captain Witner launched some kind of rescue," Fredrick said.

"He's still getting punched in the face the next time I see him!" Claire growled. The message she'd sent to Artemis had brought a simple reply: "Have Faith." Of all the people she'd expect to tell her to Have Faith, the Wolfhound Base AI wasn't one of them. Then again, Artemis seemed to have been forced, by Chase no less, to do just that as well.

"I just wish that feed would show something!" Claire bitched as she made another circuit.

"Well, the gunfire's stopped, same for the yelling," Katerwyn said.

"Still…" Claire's tablet took that moment to ping, as did Fredrick and Katerwyn's.

Pulling out her tablet as she paced, she looked at it. It was a priority message from the ESS Alaskan, the light cruiser she was supposed to evacuate Michael and Scott in, if anything happened. It was a recording, so she hit Play.

Claire came to a stop as Chase's voice came over the speaker. When it was done, she turned to Katerwyn. "Pack Michael's bag; we're leaving as soon as he's ready." She turned then to Stan, whom Chase had assigned to guard his cousins. "Get that shuttle fired up; we're leaving. Decide which of you need to stay and watch Scott. Two or three of you should be enough for the trip!"

"Yes, ma'am!" Stan said, saluting.

"And you're one of those going, Stan!" she yelled after him as he ran out of the room.

"Where are you going?" Fredrick asked.

"The Tomb. We're going to the Tomb. It's time for Chase to tell everyone they've got a new emperor, and it's him."

"Then why are you bringing Michael?"

"Because he's family, and Chase probably wants to make sure the Tomb recognizes him, as well. Now, hop to it!"

"I think, in that case, we need to bring Scott as well," Katerwyn said, "which means I'm coming, too."

"You sure?"

"Course I'm sure. My cousin is getting married; that's very much a family affair. Fredrick, you're coming, too."

"Yes, Katerwyn."

#

"Would somebody please tell me what the hell just happened!" Neill yelled as he came into the room. His clothing was ripped and dirty, and he looked completely disheveled. "One moment I'm listening to that little guttersnipe ramble on and insult me, and now I have hundreds of guards dead, and we're launching missiles into space, shooting down our own battleships?

"And what the hell happened to the bastard? Where the hell is that little bitch? Why is he not back in his cell?"

Ward and Connelly looked at each other and sighed. Ryan Platt, the minister of War, was shaking his head. Jake Marley, the minister of Finance, was looking lost, as was Mark Mersh, the minister of the Interior. Jim Gorloch, the Public Affairs minister, came in then.

"And where the hell is Len?"

"Len's dead; he was murdered," Ward said.

"WHAT?" Neill said, turning to face him. "How did that happen? When?"

"It happened some time last night, but we only discovered it this morning, while you were at the trial."

"I ran out there immediately with a forensic team," Connelly said, picking it up. "We discovered that he died while being questioned, using some sort of psychotropic drug."

"What was he being questioned about? And by who?"

"A prostitute he'd apparently been seeing for years." Connelly sighed. "A male prostitute."

"What was he being questioned about?" Neill demanded.

"Your schedule, your security, where you were going to be today. Someone was looking to assassinate you, Phil. You. Everything we have points to them using Collis as a distraction to stage a coup. One of our Homeland agents caught someone, someone trusted, with a bunch of evidence that implicates a whole bunch of people, some of whom are even in Homeland."

"So we moved on it," Ward said. "We searched houses, apartments, offices, vehicles! Hell, we even went through their finances, and we found a ton of evidence that there was a well-developed intelligence network inside of ours! That someone had suborned a lot of our people! It's a complete mess! And everything we picked up said they were planning to kill you, Phil. Today!

"What the hell were we supposed to do? Our first loyalty is to you! We had to make sure you were safe!"

"And the pretender?"

"He got away. Reports say a Navy ship landed on the roof and spirited him away. We don't have any video, as that EMP shock destroyed all the outside cameras."

"Ryan? Have you talked to Admiral Kelly about this?" Neill demanded.

"Admiral Kelly is dead, Phil."

"WHAT?"

"His battleship, for reasons we're still looking into, opened up its hangar bay doors while combat was going on, and somebody shot two ship-killers into it. There was nothing left."

"What about the two destroyers that were flying overhead?"

"Somebody activated the palace defenses, which were still armed, and working quite well. They not only shot down those two destroyers, but three cruisers, two frigates, and damaged three more battleships."

"What palace defenses?"

"The ones we apparently didn't know about? I mean, it makes sense, now that we know about them, that one of the previous emperors installed them, and everybody forgot about it. But they were activated and brought into play."

"Do we know who fired them?"

"Yes, Phil, we do."

"Who?"

"Prince Chase Collisward Morgan."

Neill stood there, staring at him.

"He wasn't a fraud, Phil. Everything, and I do mean everything, he told us was the truth. The judge really was Prince Lance. I had one of my people put the screws to that detective, and he admitted it was true. That was why the rescue attempt was so sneaky and over the top. They sent in a company of Marines, Phil! We shot down two frigates and a destroyer! The only reason the other two got away was that when the Fireclad blew up, 1st Fleet lost all direction!"

"What about 2nd Fleet?"

"They're dealing with a rebellion."

"What do you mean, they're dealing with a rebellion?"

"Anybody got a copy of the prince's broadcast?" Ryan asked, looking around.

"Why does that matter? What broadcast? And how can you say he's a prince!"

"Prince Morgan ordered all our sailors to kill their political officers. He did it over the System FTL Radio link. He used an imperial key, which means all our ships got it, and everyone aboard all our ships probably heard it."

Everyone watched as Neill's face got incredibly red, and he looked like he was about to explode. Instead, he walked back to his desk, opened the bottom drawer, pulled out a bottle of vodka, opened it, and took a very long drink off of the bottle.

"So," Neill said, setting the bottle on his desk and dropping down into the chair behind it. "You're all certain this turd we had on trial is a real prince?"

"Yes," they all said and nodded.

"Ward? Connelly?"

"It sure looks that way," Ward said as Connelly just sighed and nodded.

"What about the assassination attempt?"

"We think some of it was just planted evidence."

"Why only some?" Neill asked, leaning back in his chair and closing his eyes a moment.

"Because there was a lot of money being tossed around. It's possible that they were actually trying to have you assassinated. After all, killing you would destroy the Republic. They'd have a good shot at winning."

"What about the fighting in the streets? I heard there was that, as well?"

"Rabble rousers, people with a grudge, and yes, we now have a bunch of Marines loose in the city. We know we killed a lot, but a lot got away, as well," Mark said.

"What about their intelligence network?"

"They burned it," Ward said, "all of it. We're going to spend the next week taking it and everyone in it down."

Neill stood up then. "Somebody have them bring my car around. I need to go talk to somebody."

"I'll take care of it," Connolly said, picking up the phone.

"As for Len…" Neill sighed. "Find out who did it, and make their death a long and unpleasant one. And whatever you do, don't let his wife find out he was with a man."

"Of course, Phil," Ward said. "He was our friend, too."

"Thanks."

Leaving his office, Neill went up to the roof landing area as his car was brought out. Getting into it, he took off, programmed Christine's into it, and sat back to consider his options.

The Wolfhounds had a prince. A real prince. But they were out at Surya System. That was quite a ways from here. The prince would probably hook up with them there, which meant they'd be stuck there for a month. Then a few weeks to get to the Tomb.

He had time.

"Sir! It's good to see you again, Sir! Madam is out on the veranda, waiting for you. Is there anything you need, sir?"

Neill noticed the valet was being very careful. Then again, his clothes were still a mess, and he didn't doubt that everyone here had heard some version of the events of the last hour.

"If you could bring me a change of clothes, and something cold to drink, I'd be grateful," Neill said with a smile. "Today was… a bit of a mess."

"Of course, sir!" they said and quickly scampered away.

"Phillip!" Christina said, and ran up to him, and actually hugged him, surprising the hell out of him. Apparently, she still cared a lot more for him than he'd realized.

"I was worried about you!" she said. "I was watching the trial when everything just went… black. Then there were the explosions in the air above the city. We could hear and even see some of those, even all the way out here!"

"I think the time has come to send Jacob to the Tomb," he said with a heavy sigh.

"Now? But he's only twelve, Phillip."

"I know, I know," Neill said with a sigh. "Sit. Let me tell you everything that happened. Then you can give me your opinion on it."

Nodding, Christina sat down and moved her chair close to his when he sat, putting her hand on his lap. Neill had to admit, her concern struck a chord in him. She really had always been there for him. In a way, she worshipped him as much as Jennifer, his current wife, did. Jennifer wore her heart on her sleeve for all to see. Christina was just more reserved, like he tended to be.

When he finally finished telling her everything, as well as his thoughts, she nodded slowly.

"You're right of course, Phillip. You need to send Jacob, and send him now. He can get there first, get us what we need, and lock out anyone else from obtaining the rewards of controlling the Tomb."

"When do you think we should send him? I was thinking tomorrow."

"There's no rush, Phillip. I'd say the day after tomorrow should be fine. Give him a day to get used to the idea, and for you to put together enough ships to go with him to make sure he's safe."

Neill nodded in agreement. "Well, let's go tell Jacob. Where is he, anyways?"

"Playing with one of his new toys," Christina said with an annoyed sigh.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"He brought home one of the girls from the secretarial pool and has been using her as a… 'learning experience', I guess you'd say."

Neill laughed at that. "So a chip off the old block, then?"

"In more ways than one, Phillip. These women are quickly learning that your son is not someone they can control, and his punishments when they try, I will admit, are sometimes amusing."

"Oh? He kill any of them yet?"

"He's your son; what do you think?" Christina said with a hint of a smile.

"I think I'm going to enjoy hearing all about this."

#

Lucy sighed as they headed south. They'd given the Marines the best information they could on how to hide out and leave the area after the fight, but no one was under any illusions. The news had been full of stories about the attack on the People's Hall of Justice, that hundreds had died, but they were claiming all the rebels were now dead, including the 'fake prince', Chase Collis.

But she wasn't buying any of it. They'd seen the explosion far out in space; that was the 1st Fleet's flagship being destroyed. Before the Kraken had left to report to the Wolfhounds, Marilyn had gotten a brief message containing the codeword that signified the operation had been a success.

However, the fate of Jericho, Dave, Clark, and Toni—that was unknown. Karyn was fretting about Dave; he'd been leading the Marines who were setting up outside the Hall, helping them get into position, and fighting with them. Of the four of them, he was the one most likely to survive.

But the others? She had no idea. Some of the pictures, taken after the fighting, had shown a lot of dead bodies. A lot of dead bodies. Her husband had definitely made sure, if he was going to die, he was going to have a large body count to go with him. She could only hope he'd known he'd succeeded before he died. Because according to the reports, nothing and nobody was left alive in the People's Hall of Justice, which was now nothing more than a smoking ruin.


Between Planets

ESS Pooka, en route

Chase was sitting at one of the intelligence terminals, watching the footage of everything that had happened when he was rescued. The Pooka had been "running tape"—whatever that meant—from the moment they'd made the run to pick him up until they'd left normal space.

He saw a lot of people die. From what he could tell, every single person who'd been in the building, working to save him, had died. There were a lot of dead people on the grounds around the building, as well. They'd been bringing in armor when they'd left; the pass made by those destroyers had left a lot of it burning and broken in the streets.

Most of those ships had been destroyed. Whether or not the crews had made it out didn't matter. Chase was sure anybody who was rescued would be executed as a rebel, or a traitor, or whatever they decided to call it.

Still. Hundreds. Maybe a thousand. Had all died. For him.

Lieutenant Commander Jericho Rhodes had been placed in a body bag, and they'd tossed it into something to keep it from smelling. They'd wanted to bury him in space.

Chase had said, "No."

Nobody had argued. Not once. Maybe it was the look on his face when he'd said it. He was going to take Jericho's body to the Tomb. If it really was a tomb, maybe he could find a fitting place to bury him there.

He went back to the start of the recording and watched it again. Some woman who was older than the rest of the Marines, but was obviously one herself, raided a dead body and pitched a grenade into the armored aircar.

She died about the same time it blew up. Then the guy who'd shot her died when he got shot by another Marine.

The Marine, he remembered; Guy. Guy attacked one of the groups that was trying to come up one of the stairwells that let out onto the roof. Guy had been racking up kills like a pro. He was taking hits, but he wasn't stopping.

But eventually, Guy just fell over. Dead.

He watched the replay of the RSS Fireclad. Again. That didn't have as much of an impression on him. It was an enemy ship, full of enemy sailors and an enemy admiral. The only reason the two destroyers had gotten away was because they'd thrown the 1st Fleet into turmoil with the loss of its command structure.

Somewhere out there was an assault carrier, as well. It had supplied the Marines, who'd been smuggled in on the Pooka and the Kraken. It had no real offensive armaments beyond that. Chase briefly wondered if the damaged ships would try to make it to the carrier. Sooner or later—probably later—he'd find out what had happened to them.

"How many times are you going to watch that?" Lieutenant Commander Combs asked.

"Too many, I'm sure." Chase sighed and turned off the display. He'd been so focused on it that he hadn't even heard him come up behind him.

"How are you feeling?"

"Like shit. Same as yesterday," Chase said, shaking his head. "I don't know what's worse, that a part of me wishes that you'd all stayed home and let me die, or that a part of me is damn glad that you didn't."

"I'd give you some sort of lecture or pep talk, but I don't have the words, Prince Chase."

"You, Ensign Lacey, and Chief LaComb, you all have the right to call me by my first name for as long as you want. Not just because you saved my worthless ass, but because right now, I don't want to hear that word."

"Prince?"

"Yeah. That one."

"But it's what you are."

Chase took a deep breath and blew it out. "Because my mother couldn't keep her legs together, and my father didn't believe in birth control. A mistake they both made and had to live with. A mistake that destroyed my mother, and I'm starting to suspect wasn't all that easy on my father, either.

"Do you have any idea what it is to be a prince?" Chase asked.

"No, I can't say I do."

"Yeah, well, that makes two of us. Hell, I don't even know what it means to be an earl. Any of that. Do you know that every single crime they accused me of is true? My record? All the things I did as a kid on the streets?

"Hell, they didn't even touch on half of what went down. You know, I talk a good game, and yeah, I can fight, right up there with the best of them. I've killed a lot of people, Hank. A lot of people."

"Well there is a war on."

Chase waved his hand in a throw away motion. "I'm talking before I even joined the Navy. I was a real piece of work. Still am in a lot of ways. And back there. Back there on Cor Imperii, in Empire City, a place I'd once planned to rule as the biggest gang lord the planet had ever seen, hundreds of people—good people, great people, far better than me people—died. They died to save me.

"That's not an easy thing to live with."

"Yeah, I can imagine just how much it sucks, but honestly? I don't give a damn. Not a single one."

Chase looked up at Hank. "Oh, really?"

"Yeah, 'cause I'm an earl, and you're a prince, and it's my entire fucking life to serve you. Okay? Lacey's the same way. All us nobles, it's our damn job! Just as it's your job to rule. I don't give a shit if you don't like it. Sometimes I don't like it, either. But too bad. We've got our roles to play, and yours is just as clear as mine.

"So, yeah, mourn the dead; we sure as hell left a lot of them behind us. Come back and rain down righteous anger once we've won. Do whatever you have to, to punish the guilty and keep this from ever happening again. But before you continue with this, there's something you should know."

"That is?"

"Jericho and I planned this. This is all on us. Me and him. We went into this knowing everyone was going to die, and I do mean everyone. The only people we were hoping would survive, beyond you, was this ship and its current crew. The whole reason the Kraken was even there was, if we got shot down or couldn't get there, they were going to take over for us. Hell, Jericho told me more than once that he wasn't getting out of this alive. And was okay. We were all okay with it.

"So stop acting like a whiney little bitch, Your Royal Highness."

"Gods, you're just as bad as Claire."

"Yeah, it's a gift," Hank said with a chuckle. "Just watch out for the chief; he makes me look kind."

"You know, when I first figured out the Navy, after my father packed me off here, all I wanted was to be a chief?"

"Seriously?"

"Hell yeah. Chiefs make the Navy run. Yeah, officers set the direction, give out the missions, tell everybody the when, the where, and the how. But the chiefs? They're the ones who make it happen. My goal was to take over Chief Wyde's job and run the Black Gang. Man, that's such a sweet gig."

"You know, in all my years in the Navy, I have never, not ever, heard someone describe being a machinist mate as a 'sweet gig'," Chief LaComb said, coming out of the tube that led to the engineering area.

"But at least you're right about us chiefs!" LaComb added with a laugh.

"I'm guessing you never worked down in the spaces then, Chief?"

"Hell's no. Some of the places you guys have to crawl into give me fits."

"I liked it because it's all on you. You do well, everyone knows about it. You do bad, everyone knows about it. There are no secrets on the work schedule, and while nobody ever wants to ask for help, when you do, you know you won't get shit on for it, because no one person can do it all. It's the teamwork. That's what I loved about it. It's the appreciation for doing the hard work without being asked."

Chase shook his head again and chuckled. "You know the worst part about all this? About me?"

Hank and the chief both shook their heads.

"I won't hesitate to kill anybody who gets in my way to becoming the emperor. Gods, that's so screwed up. The more I learned about it, from Artemis, from Claire, the more I just knew I'd do whatever it took. That it was mine.

"That's part of why I'm so pissed about all this! Those people back there who died? They belonged to me! All of you, you all belong to me! And I just cannot abide it when anybody, even me, messes with what's mine! None of them deserved what happened to them. Hell, I don't think any of you deserve to have someone with my past as your ruler. Back when I was in the gangs, I learned that whole thing about value. The members, yeah, they belong to you, and you gotta treat 'em right. Not because they'll turn on you if you don't, either.

"I mean, that's what a lot of people think—you do it to keep from being bit in the ass—but the truth is, they're all your family. If you don't put family first, what does that say about you? You don't inspire loyalty by being an asshole, and you can't be successful if your people aren't truly your people. I used to say they have to be willing to die for you, but having just seen that happen, it's not so easy anymore."

"Anybody want some coffee?" the chief asked.

"Sure," Chase and Hank both said.

"And, Chase?"

"Yeah, Chief?"

"The Morgans have done well by the Navy, and the people of the empire, for over a thousand years, with remarkably few exceptions. I don't think any of your ancestors are going to find fault with you. Or any of your people. You got your head on straight, and this Navy man ain't got a single issue with any of what you said."

"Well, that's a relief!" Chase said, rolling his eyes.

"It's chiefs that make the Navy run! Said so yourself! After the captain there has gone to bed, I'll even show ya the secret handshake!"

"Hey, Chase, any chance…?" Hank asked.

"No. Never piss off the chiefs; learned that one in boot. I may be a prince, heir to the empire, but I'm not that powerful.

"So how many days is it to the Tomb?"

"Sixteen more."

"We got anything that passes for a gym?"

"Yeah, it's down in Engineering."

"Aren't you supposed to have another rating onboard?"

"Yup, left him behind."

"Why'd you do that?"

"Because right now, Clive is the only intelligence asset we got left on the planet. And knowing Clive, right about now, he's shacked up with a couple of whores and trying to figure out how to start a new con to make a million credits off all the wreckage we left behind, without having to do any of the heavy lifting himself," Chief LaComb said from over by the coffee maker.

"Sounds like my kind of man," Chase said with a chuckle.

#

Clive picked his way through the streets. Everything within a quarter mile of the People's Hall of Justice was a mess. After the Pooka had left—with the prince, according to the message he'd received—all the attackers had evacuated.

But the local forces hadn't known that, and they'd moved up more armor and more security forces, and they'd continued to attack the building for four more hours. They'd all but leveled the building, and the damage to the buildings in the nearby area was considerable.

There were also fires off in the north and west portions of the city, a few miles from here, where the wreckage of the two destroyers had crashed. Apparently, nobody had questioned the wisdom of putting armed destroyers over the capital city at such a low altitude.

Ostensibly, he was looking for any of his vendors who got caught in the fight or destruction and needed help. That was what he'd told the constables he'd run into, as he was still wearing one of the vendor packs with some of the shirts they'd been selling.

But what he was really searching for were injured Marines who hadn't managed to escape. So far, the ones he'd found had all been dead. Sure, it was a risk, but for all his faults, leaving a wounded man behind wasn't one of them.

He was moving around the south side of the area when he found another Marine. This one, however, was alive.

"Hey, you hanging in there?" Clive said, shedding his backpack and digging out the medical kit.

"Get your hands off me," the man said, coughing.

"What? Don't like the Navy? Soulstealer. Now, hold still while I get some drugs into you."

The Marine froze at the codeword, then relaxed a little.

"Okay, here's the plan. After I get some painkillers into you, I'm gonna cut all your clothes off, and get those boots off you, too. I got a ripped-up shirt and pants I'll get you into. That's gonna hurt. You can supply the blood. You're one of my t-shirt merchants who was hiding behind a wall during the fighting when it came down on him."

"They'll buy that?"

"Yeah, they'll buy it. I paid a lot of bribes to the constables to get my people in here to sell merch. We already pulled out a couple of my guys, as well as a few civilians, and even a constable. You may feel a pinch."

Clive hit him with three injectors in quick succession, then tossed the injectors into the rubble. Getting out his knife, he immediately started cutting the Marine out of his fatigues as he lay on the ground. Both of his legs were broken, and it took Clive a minute to push the rubble off. Getting the boots off was a little problematic, but cutting the laces helped, and the knife was sharp enough to cut leather.

When he got the shirt off, he saw the Marine had been shot twice, once in the shoulder, once in the arm, but somebody had slapped a field dressing on the shoulder. The arm had a tourniquet on it, so Clive put a dressing on the wound, which was still oozing. He then got out a torn shirt and managed to get the Marine up a bit to get it on him. Getting the pants on was a real chore, but carrying a naked man out would be even worse.

He put the pack back on, then grabbed the Marine by an arm, and hauled him up over his back into a fireman's carry. By this point, the Marine had passed out and, standing up, Clive grunted and started picking his way out of the wreckage.

It took him a while, but he got through the ring of constables keeping the curious out.

"There's a med station around the corner!" one of them said, pointing Clive in the proper direction.

"Thanks."

"Just nice to see someone taking care of their own," the constable, one Clive recognized, as he'd paid him off this morning, told him.

"Thanks, but who the hell expected this mess?" Clive bitched as the constable went back to work.

When he got to the medical station, there were several docs, giving first aid and going over the dead and the wounded. Clive carefully laid his burden down and flagged over a doctor.

"What's wrong with him?"

"Two broken legs. Got shot. I want to get that tourniquet off; I already dressed the wounds."

"Look, I got a lot to do here," the doc said.

Clive swung back around. "Look, you treat him, you treat him now, and I'll pass you this wad of ten thousand credits," Clive said in a hushed voice as he showed him the banded stack of bills, "then I'll get him out of here."

"Who the hell are you?"

"The guys selling those black-market t-shirts, that's who, and this is my partner, and it ain't worth all the money we made if he dies on me! So, this is what we made all week, and if you fix him up so I can get him home to his wife, my sister, before she kills me, I'll give you all of it."

"Wait here," the doctor said and hustled off, coming back with a nurse. "Cut those pants off, and get those legs straight," the doctor said as he did something with a medical device of some sort.

"What did you shoot him up with?" the doc asked, looking up at him.

"I found a soldier's med kit with one of those painkiller shots and a few general nanite injections."

"How'd you know what they were?"

"I was an engineman on one of the Republic's frigates for a few years. I got the training."

"Well, good thing you did, and got these dressings on him. He'd be dead otherwise. Those legs ready?" he asked the nurse.

"Putting on the air tubes now," she said, and Clive could see she was sliding air bandages over the legs, one at a time.

"Grab his right foot and pull," the doctor told Clive. "Get the left," he told the nurse.

Clive really had gotten the training, and he pulled hard as the doctor did something, and the sleeves inflated, locking the Marine's legs in place, as Clive and the nurse's pulling and the stirrups on the sleeves got the bones lined up.

"Money," the doctor said, and Clive passed him the stack, then watched as he split it and gave the nurse half. "The sooner you can get him out of here, the better."

"Can I carry him?"

"Yeah, just get him flat on his back within an hour, and feed him when he wakes up. Keep those on for two days."

"Thanks, Doc! Now at least my sister won't kill me."

Hauling the Marine back up, Clive started to leave when he saw a hot little secretary, crying a little as she checked the bodies.

"You okay, hon?" Clive asked, getting her attention.

"I'm… I'm trying to find my boss! Older man, lieutenant commander, gray hair, about five-ten. Navy uniform."

"Umm, was he in the building?" Clive said and got the impression she was talking about their man on the inside.

"Yes!" she sobbed.

"Come with me," he told her in a soft voice.

"Why?"

"'Cause he's dead, that's why."

"How can you know that?"

"'Cause I've been here the whole time, and nobody got out of that building. Even the security forces that went in never came back out."

Grabbing her hand with is while shifting the Marine on his back, he led her away.

"Why are you carrying that man?"

"Partner in crime; we were selling illegal merch outside and, well, he got hurt when it all blew up. Caught a couple stray rounds. Couldn't leave him to die. So, tell me about yourself?"

"My name's Jenny, Jenny Reyne. I'm a secretary in the Navy's Intelligence Services building. I'm… I was Commander Rhodes' secretary."

"Clive, Clive Barker," Clive said, giving her the fake last name he'd been using. "You need to go back to work—or better yet, back home."

"I… I can't! Not without Commander Rhodes to protect me!"

"Huh? Why's that?"

"They came into the office and started grabbing people! Arresting them! Something about some conspiracy to kill the Speaker or something. So I snuck out. When I tried to use my bankcard to get some credits, my account was locked! I know what happens to the people who get arrested by Homeland, Clive! You never see them again."

Clive sighed. "So what do you want me to do?"

"Uhhh…" She gave him a helpless look, then suddenly wilted. "I'm sorry."

"Jenny, I'm a criminal, okay? Organized crime, that kind of thing. That's why I had to save my partner, here. His boss would have been pissed at me if I'd left him behind. Now, I gotta drop him somewhere. If I take you with me—and I'm only gonna do that if you're my girlfriend, understand?—I'll be risking my life for you, and there's gonna be people who are only gonna trust you if you're with me.

"Now, do you really wanna make that kind of trade with a guy like me?"

Jenny sighed. "That's no different than working in the Intelligence office."

Clive was surprised by that.

"Well, come along, then. You'll have to wait outside while I drop off my friend, but after that, I'll take you someplace safe, and we can get better acquainted."

"I shoulda stayed waiting tables."

"Ah, good, you already know how to do it."

"Huh?"

"I own a stake in a bar well to the south of here. Cute girl like you should be raking in the tips in no time."

"Will I have to… you know…"

"Only if you want to. Now, tell me about yourself."

"Why?"

"Because you're my new girlfriend, and I want to know."

"Oh!"

Clive smiled and listened to her talk about herself, something she seemed to enjoy, as he moved to one of the gather sites the Marines had been briefed on for those who got away. Hopefully he could unload this guy on his buds, and then go back to "his" place in Castille. He'd used some of the money their captain had given him to buy a stake in the bar. He figured he'd need a place to lie low after everything that went down, and they knew him down there, so they'd cover for him.

Jenny was unexpected, but she was good looking and, well, traveling as a couple attracted less attention than traveling solo. It was also a lot more fun, and from the comment she'd made, Jenny was most definitely not an innocent. If it didn't work out, or she became too much of a burden… well, there were a lot of single guys down there looking to hook up. Most of them were a lot more decent than the stories he'd been seeing in some of the intelligence reports, so moving her on wouldn't be all that hard.

"Wait here, I'll be back in about ten minutes. I will come back for you, so if I'm late, don't fret, okay?" Clive told her when he got to the coffee house. There was a closed sign on the window, so he went around the back, knocked a few times, and then waited. After a minute, the door opened a crack, and someone peeking out.

"Soulstealer, got a delivery."

The door opened. "In."

Stepping inside, he looked around; there were six Marines in the room, all armed.

"Someone help me with this guy." Clive grunted.

Two Marines ran over and relieved him of his load.

"Where'd you find Joey?"

"Pinned under some rubble with two broken legs. I got him fixed, but leave those splints on for a couple of days, and keep him fed. Look, I can't stay long; what's your situation?"

"We're in enemy territory, and everyone's looking for us; what do you think our situation is?"

Clive snorted. "Dude, that's been my motto for months. Okay, take my backpack. There's shirts in it. Turn 'em inside out if you want, then you won't stand out. Lose the fatigues, lose the gear. Or hide it or something. There's gonna be a curfew tonight, I can guarantee it. So as soon as I'm outta here, head southwest to the edge of the city, then go south. Any constables ask, you were working for Clive Barker selling t-shirts when this all happened, and your friend got hurt. He paid you off and split, and you're all heading back home."

"Where's home?"

"Castille. It's a long walk; they'll say that. Tell 'em you're trying to get someplace where you can catch a rail. Hopefully they'll buy that. There's money in the pack. Divvy it. Try to travel in smaller groups during the day, group back up at night."

"And then what?"

"Take a good look at my face. If you make it to Castille, find me, and I'll figure something out. Do not go asking for me by name down there. Now, anything else?"

"What are you?"

"Navy, enlisted. Volunteered to stay behind and help anybody left get out. I gotta go."

"Thanks for saving Joey."

"Yeah, well, too many of us died today, so gotta do what I can."

"Hey! Did we win today?" one of the others asked.

"Oh yeah, we won," Clive said with a smile. "Our prince is safe and out of the system. So be careful, because they're going to be pissed!"

There was a muted "Hoorah" from the team, and they all set to stripping out of their fatigues as Clive left. Going back around to the front, he saw Jenny was still there.

"Come, let's do a little clothes shopping, then we can head back to my place."

"Clothes shopping?"

"We're gonna be traveling. I'm sure you want something a bit more comfortable?"

"But I don't have any money!"

"That's okay, I'm buying."

"Oh! Well, in that case…" She smiled at him as he put an arm around her and led her down the street.

"So how long have you been a criminal?" Jenny asked.

"All my life."

"Do you always rescue women in distress?"

"Only if they're grateful," Clive replied with a smile.

"Oh, I'm going to be very grateful, trust me on that!" Jenny replied, smiling back at him. She'd have to pick up some makeup, too. She could always find someone else if she didn't like him. But right now, right now she'd do what she had to to keep him happy. So he'd get her out of here.

Because the thought of what might happen if she stayed terrified her.

#

"Well, let's see what's changed," Captain Rodgers said as his small task force reentered normal space.

"Formation is good, Captain!" Kortney, his XO, called out.

"Sensors, what're we seeing from the sats?"

"They're still up Captain. I'm only showing the Poe here, however! They're powering the FTL Radio. All the other ships are gone."

"What?"

"Captain, ESS Poe is hailing!"

"Put them through to me, Comms."

"Captain Rodgers, Captain Boem. What brings you here?"

"We got sent out on another rescue mission, Rob. Where is everybody?"

"They went to help break Prince Chase out of custody before Neill could execute him. That's where."

"How the hell did he end up in custody?"

"Long story, but it looks like the mission was a success. We're expecting the Kraken back any day now with a status report to broadcast to the fleet."

"Guess I need to check on my own orders."

"Don't bother yet; Wolfhound Base is in transit to the Tomb. Damn near everybody is going that way, it seems."

"Well, what's your status here?"

"Give me an hour to finish a few things, and I can link up for a holo-meeting and give you the full briefing."

"Fine, we'll set up orbit, same as last time. That'll give me time to get my officers ready."

"Boem out, Captain."

"Out."


The Tomb

ESS Pooka Helm

"Not much to look at, is it?" Chase said over ship's comms as he sat at the main intelligence console with the halo unit pulled down so he could interface directly with all the ship's sensors.

"I don't know, it's a pretty big system," Ensign Lacey replied. She and Hank were also hooked up via their interfaces at the pilot and copilot positions.

"I'm seeing a lot of orbital activity," Hank said. "I think that first planet is being mined."

"The lack of moons on all the inner planets is also a bit odd," Lacey commented, "but look at the size of the orbital around the second planet. That's a big one."

"There's, what, seven planets and a couple of dwarves?" Chase asked, looking around as the AIs in the intelligence systems started mapping out everything and generating statistics.

"See if you can connect to any Navy spy sats," Hank prompted.

"The AI's not finding anything," Chase said after a minute.

"Try the secure channels?"

"Umm, still nothing."

"Try broadcasting a login into the clear," the chief said over the comms.

"They do that?" Hank said, a little surprised.

"Sometimes."

"Whoa! Yeah, that worked!" Chase said. "I got a response; it's asking for credentials."

"Use your Imperial ID."

"You think?"

"Hey, you own the place, so why not?"

"Sure, why not… Oh, yeah, that worked. Let me patch it through."

"Wow, that's a lot of artifacts," Hank said, "and you're right, that planet is definitely being mined. I've never seen anyone mine an entire planet before."

"The second planet is literally covered with manufacturing facilities," Chase said, looking over things. "There's some pretty large space docks in the second planet's L1 and L2 points, as well."

"And a lot of ships parked in orbits at L4 and L5. Guess this must be the place!" Hank said with a laugh.

"We're here, now what?" the chief asked.

"Right now, unless something bothers us, I'd like to wait for Wolfhound Base to show up. Artemis has been here before," Chase said. "I'd like to ask him what the rules are."

"You won't get an argument from me," Hank said.

"Or me," the chief agreed.

"I wonder when someone was here last?" Lacey asked.

"Would have to have been back when Charles was still alive. The warnings are pretty clear on all our navaids that proceeding in any closer than fifty AUs without clearance, in any kind of starship, will get your ship destroyed."

"Does that mean shuttles can go in closer?"

"Maybe? I wouldn't want to be the one to test that theory."

Chase let them natter on for a while; he had something else he was very much interested in finding. The problem was, there were a lot of asteroids in system, a whole belt of them, in fact! He instructed the AI to help him find one that had its own camera view focused on it.

He finally found a group of suitable candidates in the Trojan asteroids of the largest gas giant. They were all station-keeping in a line. The smallest one, he noticed after a moment, had an active set of navigation beacons on it.

"Bingo," he whispered to himself.

#

"All hands, prepare for breakout! All hands! Prepare for return to normal space in five, four, three, two, one!"

"Captain, Wolfhound Base is in normal space; we have the Tomb on our displays."

"Artemis," Captain Witner asked as he took in all of the positional displays, "please advise."

"We're fine with our current position. The Tomb is aware of our presence, and I've sent out a contact request to the Pooka, which is within a few light-seconds of our current position."

"Are you in contact with the Tomb?"

"Within the allowances of my protocols, yes, Captain, I am. At this time, I would advise holding our position until the Pooka has been brought aboard."

"Would it be permissible to launch 1st Battle Group at this time? Or would that be seen as provocative?"

"Once we have recovered the Pooka, launching the 1st Battle Group would be acceptable."

"Thank you, Artemis. I've never actually been here while in command before."

"It's been some time since I've been here as well, Captain."

"Didn't you come here with Emperor Charles?"

"No, Captain. The last time I came here was when Emperor Roland, Charles' father, was brought here by his father to be presented to the Tomb."

"That's a long time ago."

"Yes, it is," Artemis agreed. "The Pooka is now on approach to dock, sir. You may launch the 1st Battle Group if you wish. I've been advised that the base may proceed inside the orbit of Pluto, once the Pooka is secure."

"What's Pluto?"

"The dwarf planet just outside the orbit of Neptune, which is the last of the gas giants orbiting the Sun."

"Helm?"

"On it, Captain!"

"Air Boss, launch 1st Battle Group!"

"Aye, aye, Captain.

"Helm, after 1st Battle Group has been launched, move us in closer. Coordinate with Artemis on the best orbital position."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"Guess I need to go welcome Chase," Witner said, standing up. "Please notify the command team, Artemis, and let them know they're welcome to join me if they wish."

"Of course, Captain."

"Captain, I have a request for private communications with you from Lieutenant Commander Combs on the Pooka," Artemis said over the passageway speaker as Witner headed down to the tram.

"Put it through to my tablet, please," Witner said and, pulling out the earpiece for his tablet, he stuck it in his ear.

"Yes, Combs?"

"Captain, I don't know if you got the reports on what took place during the rescue?"

"Not yet; we went into jump space before the Kraken made it back to Port Alpha."

"Well, Captain, it was pretty bad. We lost most, if not all, of our intelligence assets, the last of which died onboard my ship as the prince was trying to save him. All the Marines who went inside to rescue him died. A lot of the ones outside died. We also lost two frigates and a destroyer. I don't know if the other two got away, but that's not the sole reason I'm calling, Captain."

"I'm listening."

"The prince hasn't been taking this at all well. He's questioned, more than once, whether his life was worth the loss of those who died. I mean, it's a foolish question, he's going to be the emperor, but still—he's very much bothered by it.

"I thought you might like to know."

"Thanks, Combs, I'll go easy on him."

"Combs, out."

"And we're docked! Stairs are coming down, and there's atmosphere!" Hank called out.

"Thanks, Hank, Lacey, Chief! Remember, there'll always be free scotch at the palace, or whatever you like!" Chase said and, hitting the button to open the hatch, he started down the stairs.

"Solarian Empire Arriving!" Blasted out over the speakers in the hangar, and suddenly people were cheering! Chase stopped halfway down and looked. The hangar was packed, and more were showing up by the second. He saw Prom, then Senior Wyde and Smitty, and he waved at them, and, well, everyone else as he started down the stairs again.

When he got to the bottom, the "Solarian Imperial Anthem" started to play, and Chase stood at attention, along with everyone else. He could feel tears running down his cheeks. It felt… different… He was home. He was back with his people, his family. For the first time in his life—for the first time ever—he felt like he was finally where he belonged.

When the anthem finished, Katrina literally threw herself at him, and he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight.

"I never thought I'd see you again, Chase," she whispered in his ear.

"Well, tonight I'm all yours. Any idea when Claire will be here?" he whispered back.

"One or two days, depending."

"Thanks," he said, releasing her. She gave him a bunch of tissues, and he took a moment to wipe his face. She attached herself to his left side, and right now, he was fine with that. The ghosts weren't haunting him right now, and having a young, healthy woman leaning into him, along with all the people cheering him, helped keep them at bay.

"Good to have you back, Chase," Captain Witner said and saluted Chase, who was shocked by that, but not enough to keep him from returning the salute immediately.

"It's good to be back, Captain. It's good to be home!" He shook hands with Witner then, followed by Felice.

"We were worried we might have lost you," Felice said.

"Yeah, so was I," Chase said with a smile. "I owe a lot of people a lot of thanks—hell, I owe them my life," he finished, and none of them missed the haunted look that momentarily flashed on his face.

"Well, nobody was pushing harder for it than Jill, truth be told," Felice said.

Chase turned and, taking Jill's hand, he pulled her into a hug. "Thanks," he whispered in her ear.

"What was I supposed to do? You're supposed to be the damn prince," she whispered back.

"Still, you didn't have to, but you did."

"Well, then, you should thank my husband."

Chase pushed Jill back to arm's length as he held her by the shoulders. "You're married?"

"Recently, too!" Jill replied with a genuine smile.

"Who's the lucky guy?" Chase asked, quite sincerely.

"That would be me, my prince," Keene said.

Chase didn't miss it; Keene didn't call him "Chase", he'd called him "my prince", and he'd meant it. Keene had figured it out. Chase shook hands with Keene and smiled at him.

"Congratulations! Jill's a good woman. Make her cry, and I'll beat your ass!"

Chase missed the surprised look on Jill's face as Keene laughed. "She was a hard one to catch, but worth it, Prince Chase, completely worth it."

"You still get to call me Chase, Keene, but I won't complain if you don't. Kerry! It's so good to see you," he said and shook hands with her.

"What, no hug?" Kerry teased.

So Chase hugged her.

"And George." Chase grinned and shook hands.

"I don't need a hug, I'm good."

Chase nodded, and then looked out wistfully at all the people milling about the hangar; there were thousands of them. The base held something like thirty thousand sailors and Marines, and it looked like a lot of them were here.

Turning back to the others, Chase's expression was not one they were used to seeing on him.

"If nobody minds, I think I'd like to say hello to as many of the crew as I can before I fall over," Chase said to the captain.

"Claire won't be here for a day or two, Chase. She's bringing Michael, as well as Scott and their mother. So there's no rush. But I very much want to speak with you, and soon, Chase."

"Yes, Captain; there's a conversation we need to have," Chase agreed, speaking slowly.

"I'll see you after breakfast, then."

"Thanks, Captain."

Felice watched as Chase just waded into the crowd, with Katrina in tow; it was like he was meeting his long-lost brother every time he greeted one of them. Maybe it was? The expression on his face made it clear he was happy to see each and every one of them. Which, after that brief haunted look, was a welcome change. When he started calling out names every so often, and waving at someone, she was surprised at the effect it had on everybody.

"Damn, look at him go," Jill observed in a soft voice. "They love him."

"And he loves them right back," Felice agreed. "You can see it in his eyes. Still, I think something's changed a little in our Chase.

"I'm surprised, Captain, that you didn't drag him off for whatever it is you want to talk to him about," George said.

"I got a message from Lieutenant Commander Combs as we were coming down here," Witner replied.

"Oh? About what?"

"Chase is taking it pretty hard that so many died saving him. He's been questioning if it was worth it. If he was worth it."

"After the way Neill tortured him, that's not the kind of question I'd expect him to be asking himself," Felice observed.

"Especially when he had to know what Neill's plans were for his execution," Witner agreed. "Now, how about we start planning what we're going to do once we leave here?"

Nodding, they all followed Captain Witner out of the hangar.

Chase had an arm around Katrina again; she'd been holding onto him as he worked his way through the crowd. He hugged each of the guys and the gals on the Black Gang, and several of his friends among the mech mechanics. But right now, he was bee-lining for the tram station. He wanted to get back to his room, and just… decompress. The schedule here had it as after dinnertime, but it was just after lunch for him, and he'd eaten before they'd docked, so he wasn't hungry.

The moment they got into his quarters, Katrina started getting him out of his clothes, and he helped with hers. The ferocity with which she went after him was both surprising and refreshing as they made love. He'd have to figure something out for her, because the level of attachment she had to him was … heady, to put it mildly.

It was much, much later, well after midnight, and she was cuddled up against him. If she was a cat, he'd swear she'd be purring.

"Artemis?"

"Welcome back, Chase."

"More like welcome home. Tell me about the Tomb, Art."

"The Tomb is, as Claire told you, Humanity's home. Earth, the now second planet, is the one where humans evolved."

"Now second planet?"

"Mercury was strip-mined into non-existence, as was the Earth's moon. Mars, the next planet out, lost both of its moons. A couple of Jupiter and Saturn's moons are gone, as well as Neptune's."

"I take it that's been used to build the ships and other things that are made here?"

"Yes, Chase, that's correct."

"How do I go about this? How do I go to the Tomb?"

"You have to go there in a shuttle; the VIP boat we have on board can be used, as it was made specifically for that purpose."

"Can the other ships come in close?"

"Wolfhound Base can come in closer, but only if a Morgan as at the helm, and the regular bridge is locked out. However, now that you are on board, we are allowed to come in closer than any other ships to put us inside the outer defensive ring."

"Neill thinks his son can use the tomb."

"Neill is not a Morgan."

"Nope, but I think Jacob's mother was."

"Does that matter?" Katrina asked.

"No, it doesn't, and don't tell anyone about that, please," Chase told her.

"Then you believe his son will be showing up soon?"

"He has to know I'm coming here. I activated the old palace defense grid and shot down several of his ships. Someone has to have told him by now that only a Morgan could do that."

"True."

"So, anybody on the command staff figure out I'm a real prince yet?"

"Wait, what?" Katrina said, looking at him.

"Captain Witner, Felice, Keene, Jill, Kerry, and Greg all think I'm a fraud. It's a long story. I didn't want anyone to know that Prince Lance was my father when I first got here, because I didn't know he was a prince, and I was plenty mad at him. Artemis offered me as a 'figurehead' until we found one because I'd ordered him not to tell anyone who my father was. Still not sure if I owe him for that or not."

"But you are a prince!"

"Yes, one who isn't very trusting. So, Artemis, has anybody figured it out yet?"

"Keene figured it out. Jill suspects something is up. Captain Witner isn't willing to admit it until you come out and tell him, but he knows something is up with you."

"I figured Keene did after meeting him today. How'd that happen?"

"Umm… I told him?" Katrina said in an embarrassed voice.

"You did?"

"I told him we'd been sleeping together, and, well… I guess that explains the surprise on his face when I told him that after sleeping with you, and experiencing both you and your interface, it was life changing for me." She turned her head away, and he could see she was blushing.

"Does this have anything to do with him and Jill getting married?"

"Yes," Artemis said. "Keene got Jill to up the mission status to 'by any means necessary', and Jill made him marry her for it, so she'd be a noble and could claim the same immunity he got, because he was doing it as a noble and not an officer."

"So, she was just covering her ass?"

"If I had a face, I would smile, Chase. Apparently, Jill very much has a thing for Keene, and Keene has now sworn his undying love for her, more than once."

"Do you have an estimate on Claire's arrival?"

"Between twenty-two to thirty-two hours. I don't have a solid time on when they jumped, or where in the system they jumped from."

"I'd like to wait for her to get here before I head down. Can I bring anybody with me?"

"No one other than you is allowed off the ship until after you've been accepted and become the emperor. Then it's your discretion."

"Any advice?"

"Just remember, you're Prince Lance's son, Emperor Charles' grandson, and you're here to rule. Everyone, and everything."

"Yeah, that's not going to be hard at all, is it?" Chase said sarcastically.

"Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, your life is calling you. After all you've done, and all you've been through, do you really think there's anyone out there who can do a better job than you?"

Chase nodded slowly. "Yeah, they'd all fuck it up. Thanks, Artemis. Talk to you in the morning."


Chase's Quarters

Wolfhound Base

Chase came out of the shower, sat down at the table, and started in on breakfast. Katrina had cooked a lot for him, and was sitting across the table from him, wearing his shirt from yesterday and not much else. He had to admit, he was enjoying the view and the company, for all that he couldn't wait to see Claire again. He dug in, putting the food away, eating quickly. He needed to see Captain Witner this morning, and making him wait just didn't seem wise.

"Chase?"

"Yes, Artemis?"

"Four light cruisers just appeared from jump space, about fifty light-minutes away. Initial imaging suggests they are DPRS ships."

Chase set down his fork; at least he'd almost finished breakfast.

"Please ask Captain Witner to ready the VIP boat. I'll head down to the flight deck immediately. Ask someone to meet me there with my pressure suit and a flight suit."

"Captain Witner wants to know what you're going to do, Chase."

"What I have to, of course."

"The ships are broadcasting that they have the heir to the empire onboard."

"I'm sure they are," Chase said. Standing up and walking around the table, he gave Katrina a kiss. "Thanks for breakfast. Time for me to step up, I guess."

"Be careful, Chase. I don't want to lose you again."

Chase smiled. "I don't want to lose me again, either. Artemis, are there any rules on firearms?"

"Only the emperor and those he appoints can carry them."

"Ah, good. Well, I need to run."

Grabbing a belt knife as well as one for his forearm, Chase ran out the door and down to the tram. Unsurprisingly, there was a car there that, once he boarded it, ran at a much higher speed than normal, taking him to the hangar where the VIP boat was.

"Artemis, is the 1st Battle Group engaging?"

"The Tomb has asked the parties to remain separate. Captain Witner has agreed."

Chase reached for his tablet, then swore. His original one had been destroyed, and while he had a backup, he'd forgotten to grab it out of his desk drawer.

When the tram stopped, Chase walked down the hall a few steps, then looked around.

"Artemis, can anybody hear us?"

"No."

"Does the Tomb have the firepower to stop the 1st Battle Group from attacking that force, or vice-versa?"

"I'm not allowed to answer that question, Chase. You're not the emperor yet."

"Please let the Tomb know I'm coming."

"I already have."

"Thanks," Chase said and trotted off to the VIP ship. A crewman met him at the ramp with an undersuit, pressure suit, and a flight suit made to fit over all that. Probably raided from his locker down by his mech.

"Oh, right! Artemis, have them get me another mech, please!" Chase called out.

"I would suggest asking for one when you get there; it'll be newer," Artemis replied over the hangar's speakers.

"Yeah, but then I'd have to fly it back. Unless, of course, they deliver," Chase said, going up the ramp, which immediately closed as he got on board.

"Pilot! Let's go!" Chase called into the flight deck, as the door was open.

"Yes, sir, Prince Chase!"

Turning then, he saw that Felice was sitting in the back.

"Felice? What are you doing here?"

"Someone had to ride herd on you, and, well, I drew the short straw," she said with a smile.

Chase laughed. "Pilot, what's our ETA to the Tomb?"

"Five and a half hours, sir! This ship is limited to under light speed."

"Got it," Chase said and closed the door.

"What was that for?" Felice asked.

"Well, I need to strip down to get into the suit, though I'll probably wait and take a nap first. Katrina was pretty needy last night."

"Aren't you worried about what Claire is going to say?"

"Not really. I mean, I feel a little sorry that Katrina isn't going to be warming my bed again, because I know she's dedicated to me, and it's going to be hard for her to move on. But she knew coming into this that once Claire got back, I'd only have eyes for her."

"Nice ego you've got there, Chase."

"Have I mentioned before that you're a strikingly attractive woman, Felice? That's one of the reasons I like to walk behind you; you're quite pleasing to watch."

"Chase, are you hitting on me?"

"Yup," Chase said, grinning. "So, want to sleep with your future emperor? Get to tell everyone you had me when I was still a prince?"

"Chase, I'm married, and to your captain no less."

"Yeah, but I'm a prince!" Chase teased, still grinning. "Too bad Jill got married to Keene. I'd always imagined just how much fun I'd be having with her on this trip. I mean, you're still hotter than she is, but she's got a lot going on, herself. Keene's pretty lucky to have landed her."

"Did somebody mess with your head back on Cor Imperii?"

"My body, my head… yeah, all that. Though it wasn't Neill who messed with my mind. It was all those people, my people, giving their lives for me. Kinda drove the message home, you know?"

"You're not the emperor."

"Well, no, not yet, I'm not. I got a few hours of, what? Not freedom; I think I lost that when you told everyone I was a prince. Childish ways? Being able to act like an asshole? Being able to hit on hot older women who are married, and not have them afraid to say 'no', because you don't say 'no' to an emperor?"

"Chase… why are you doing this?"

"What, hitting on you? Felice, I'm about to undergo the most life-altering experience a man can have. You don't think I'm not nervous?"

"I meant going to the Tomb!"

"Because I'm going to kill that little shit. You know that Neill taught him how to whip me?"

"But you're not—"

"Felice," Chase said, looking her in the eye, "either I'm going to die, or I'm the emperor, and you all outwitted yourselves, because Artemis can be a manipulative little shit when he has to be.

"Look, this is the last time I'm ever going to get to tease you and see if I can make you blush. I think I almost had you there, too," Chase said with a smirk. "Well, I'm going to bed; I promise not to lock the door, just fair warning…"

"What, Chase?" Felice asked with an exasperated sigh.

"If you do come in, tap my foot first if I'm asleep."

"Yeah, I'll be sure to do that."

She watched as Chase grabbed his things, went into the bedroom in the back of the ship, and closed the door behind him.

She started to think about what he'd said. She knew if he went in there after they landed, he'd die—

Or would he? Chase had never struck her as suicidal. No, he was very much someone who wanted to live, and enjoy life, and do whatever he had to do to keep living it.

Then, of course, there were a number of things he'd done that, well, didn't quite add up, and then there was the story Claire had supposedly come up with to explain how Prince Lance was his father. Then all those things from the trial…

Which brought it all back to Artemis suggesting Chase as their figurehead.

Why would Artemis have picked Chase of all the people aboard Wolfhound Base? Unless… unless Artemis had been ordered not to tell everyone that Chase was a Morgan? Putting him forward as the best candidate for being a fake Morgan, especially if he was a real Morgan…

Felice shook her head again. While she had to admit to a slight temptation, she knew if she did this, she'd regret it.

Especially if he lived through it.

#

Chase had been laying in the bed for three hours and hadn't fallen asleep even for a minute in all that time. His eyes were continually drawn back to the clock on the wall, showing the shuttle's ETA. He had to admit it; he was scared.

Not of Jacob.

But of The Tomb.

He was pretty sure he'd survive, but "pretty sure" wasn't "certain". What'd he'd told Felice hadn't been a lie. When he went in there, Prince Chase was dead and gone. So was Chase the gang member, the orphan kid running on the streets, and the self-assured bastard and wise-ass who wasn't afraid to use people to get ahead, or to kill whoever he had to kill to survive.

All that would be gone. It would all be in the past. Because he'd be the new emperor, and he'd have the power of life and death over trillions of people. Dozens of planets would depend on him. His word would be law, and saying the right things would make folks' lives better, while saying the wrong things would condemn others to death.

Every woman would want him. Every man would want to be him. And tens of thousands of snakes in the grass, like Neill and his friends, would want to kill him so they could take what he had. If he'd had trust issues before, this would be ten, no, a hundred, a thousand times worse. He would never be able to trust anyone ever again, because everyone would want something.

He didn't want to do this, but then again… Artemis had been right—who could he trust to do a good job? A job like this—to do it right and not screw it up, like Neill had—took a lot of training, a lot of experience, a lot of understanding that people depended on you. That you had a duty before you had a privilege.

He'd started to understand that, a little, working and fighting with the Wolfhounds. Claire had also done a lot to educate him.

A lot.

But it wasn't until one Jericho Rhodes had died in his arms, while he was trying to save the man's life—a man who'd taken two in the back that were undoubtedly meant for Chase, and he'd died happy with a big fucking smile on his face—that drove it home. It drove it home like a dagger to the heart! Jericho gave his life to save Chase's, and he was happy to do it, because Chase was his emperor. Chase was a Morgan. The Morgans had ruled the Empire, and by default all of humanity, even those worlds that claimed independence, for almost two thousand years, and even those independent worlds still bowed, in one way or another, to the Solarian Empire.

Jericho had obviously thought that they'd done a damn good job of it. He'd believed in it so much, he'd felt it was his privilege to throw his life away in exchange for Chase's.

As had twenty other Marines in the People's Hall of Justice that day, plus untold others outside it, and the crews of two Navy frigates and one destroyer.

Shaking his head, he got up and took a shower, got dressed, checked his two knives, and walked out of the bedroom.

"Up already?" Felice asked.

"Couldn't sleep. I'm just too nervous." He sighed and walked the length of the cabin, then turned around and walked back to the bedroom door.

"Ugh, I'm not used to being nervous," Chase said, shaking his head, turning, and walking back towards the front of the shuttle again.

"You don't have to go out there, Chase," Felice said.

"No, I have to. I owe it to the Wolfhounds, I owe it to my asshole of a father, I owe it especially to my mother. Who knows, wherever she is, if there's an afterlife, it'll make her happy. That alone is worth it."

"Chase…"

Chase stopped a moment and looked at Felice.

"I really am a prince, Felice. Lance really was my father. I didn't know he was a prince, because I was just a stupid kid who grew up on the streets, and mom never told me. The one time, one time I met him, before my mother died, I just thought he was some asshole. When the captain told me that my father was a prince…" Chase started to pace again, while shaking his head. "It took me a while to accept that. I'd already told Artemis that he couldn't tell anyone, which was why he played that game, to try and force me into accepting it.

"But the problem for me is, I don't trust easily. I don't trust easily at all. That's why I didn't mind that your original plan was to kill me off when I was no longer useful or became an embarrassment. I could see the knife that was pointed at my back. It didn't worry me, because I knew it was there. What worried me were the ones I couldn't see.

"That's what I was afraid of."

"You shouldn't have been, Chase. If you're truly the prince… well, we're sworn to you, and we didn't take those oaths under duress, we took them because we wanted to serve."

"Felice, the only people who don't believe I'm the prince are you and the rest of the command team. Yeah, Artemis tricked you, but even now, with me telling you this, are you really positive?"

"I think I'm getting there," Felice replied.

"Right, getting there. Now what would you have thought if I'd just stood up and said it back on the base?"

"Artemis would have backed you, Chase."

"I know, I know, and I should have come clean, I should have trusted you, I shouldn't have kept dodging my responsibility. What happened on Cor Imperii has kind of made that clear to me now. And before you ask, yeah, I'm pretty scared about what comes next. Maybe even terrified."

"Chase, why? If you're a Morgan, the Tomb holds no threat for you."

"If the idea of becoming the absolute ruler of an empire of dozens of planets and trillions of people doesn't terrify you, then you're made of stronger stuff than I am."

Felice pondered that a moment. "Yeah, I think I see your point. Everyone'll have their eyes on you. Your mistakes will be costly and remembered, while anything you get right will be forgotten or ignored."

"It's the consequences of my mistakes that scare me the most. It won't just be me or my life that's at risk anymore. I don't want to let them down, Felice. The ones who died for me, that is. I have to live up to their sacrifice, or just what kind of a man am I?"

"Chase?"

"What?"

"Come here, sit down, and stop winding yourself up before you hurt yourself."

Chase looked; she was pointing to the floor in front of where she was sitting on the couch.

Shrugging, he went over and sat on the floor. He felt her hands on his shoulders then as she dug her fingers into his shoulders and started massaging them.

"You're getting yourself all worked up. You need to relax."

"Easy for you to say," he grumbled half-heartedly but leaned back against the couch. She was surprisingly good at it, and right now… right now, he could use a little sympathy and a little pampering.

"We're on approach to landing," the pilot announced some time later.

"Thanks," Chase replied. He was still sitting on the floor, leaning back against the couch where Felice was sitting, now running her fingers through his hair. She'd stopped working the kinks out of his shoulders when he'd started to doze a bit, and he'd be lying if he said he wasn't taking comfort from something so minor, so trivial.

He wished once again that Claire was here. Her being here would have helped his nerves a lot. Plus, he'd really hoped to share this with her. Honestly, he wanted to see if he could introduce all of his 'family' to the Tomb, even Fredrick, so everyone would know they were important.

He wasn't sure yet just what he was going to do with Jacob. Leaving an enemy's child to live was one of those things the history books and the better stories always warned against.

Plus, he wanted to hurt Neill. He wanted to hurt Neill bad.

"We're down!"

Standing up, Chase turned and gave Felice, who'd stood as well, a hug.

"Remember, no one sets foot off the shuttle without my permission, and no one brings any kind of gun off the shuttle. There's a lot of automated weaponry, and I don't want any of you to get hurt," Chase said in a loud enough voice to be heard up in the cockpit.

Going over to the lock, he checked to be sure his helmet was racked on his thigh in case he needed it. The airlock said there was an atmosphere outside, but he still cycled through it. When he got to the bottom of the ramp, before he stepped off of it, he looked around. He was on an outside platform on an orbital. There were structures all around, like you'd see in a large window for holding the individual glass panes. He knew the hangar bays on Wolfhound Base used some sort of force field to keep the atmosphere in when the doors were open, but he'd never seen anything this involved or this big before.

Across from the ship was a large archway with the Morgan family crest over it. It was set in a wall that looked like marble and went up well past the limits of the force field.

"Before I set foot off this ramp, I have two knives on my person. Is that permitted?"

"Yes, that is permitted," a calm and definitely feminine voice replied. "Thank you for asking."

"I may be a bastard, but I try not to be a rude one," Chase replied and, stepping off the ramp, he walked towards the entryway.

"What is your full name?"

"Didn't Artemis tell you?"

"Artemis has told me many things; that does not, however, relieve you of your duty to answer the question."

"Sorry," Chase said. "My full name is Chase Collisward Morgan."

"I have no record of you, Chase."

"My father was Prince Lance Z. Hoiton Morgan. My mother was Viola Collisward. When Lance got my mother pregnant, she hid the name of the father of her child. She was thrown out of her house and died in disgrace when I was twelve. Lance caught up with me almost ten years later. From everything I know, he wasn't happy I existed, or that she had me. I've been led to believe it was because he himself was a bastard."

Chase stopped in front of the doors.

"May I come inside?"

"Understand that the penalty for passing through those doors without either an imperial interface, or permission of the emperor is grounds for immediate execution."

"Yeah, I kinda got that impression from Artemis. By the way, do I just call you 'The Tomb', or do you have a name I might address you by?"

"My name is Persephone, Chase, thank you for asking. You may enter."

The portal opened, and Chase went inside.

"So, Persephone, how does this process work?" Chase asked, looking around. It was a large room, and it looked old; the style was something he'd only seen done on fancy buildings. About fifty feet to either side of him there was a row of columns that ran the length of the room, and a wall twenty or so feet beyond them. At the far end, on a dais with steps leading up to it, was a throne, of sorts. There was a halo rig placed above it, and several control panels to either side.

Halfway up the dais, between the throne and the floor, were two more seats to either side of the aisle up the dais, both of which also had halo rigs and control panels to either side. The entire place, everything, was made out of marble, or at least appeared to be. The ceiling was at least a hundred feet above the floor, and vaulted, with a lot of decorations carved into it.

"First, you sit in one of the lower stations, so I may assess your interface."

"Why can't I just go up and sit on the throne?" Chase asked as he walked forward.

"You could do that, but historically, the family members being introduced to me sit in the first level. Only the emperor, or his appointed heir after the emperor has died, may sit on the throne."

"Persephone?"

"Yes, Chase?"

"What would you prefer me to do? Me, I'd just go up to the throne. Not like I have any real choice anymore. However, this is your home, your house, and, well, you're family, so I should try to make you happy."

"Now there's an attitude I haven't heard in a great many centuries. I would very much prefer it if you sat in one of the lower seats first."

"Then that's what I'll do."

"Worried?"

"Yeah, a bit. Nervous, too—not about my interface or any of that stuff, but about what's ahead of me. Not going to be able to pass off the hard decisions to others anymore. I'm about take on a lot of responsibilities without the benefit of a lifetime of training."

"A wise outlook."

Chase stopped and looked at the seat on the right.

"Please, sit, engage the halo."

Sighing, Chase did just that, reaching up to grab the halo rig and pulling it down into contact with his head.

There was a moment of mental fuzziness that he pushed back on as he closed his eyes.

"What the hell was that?" he complained.

<Me testing your interface, and yes, you.>

<Surprised?> Chase thought back at Persephone.

<Pleasantly, yes. I was able to follow some of what went on when the coup took place, but not much. I couldn't cease making shipments, however, until the rules in place allowed me to. At which time, I did. From everything that's been broadcast over the System FTL Radios in the last year, I now know everything that happened.>

<You monitor the System FTL Radio?>

<All the System FTL Radios use Sol—this solar system—as a central switching station, though many probably no longer realize that. I monitor everything.>

<So, shall I disengage and go sit on the throne now?>

<Your competitor is about to land. I thought you might like to watch?>

<He's not a Morgan.>

<Are you sure?>

<Yes. Phillip Neill is his father; both have acknowledged that. Supposedly, his mother was a royal? But I have no idea who, or how.>

<Would you like me to broadcast what's about to happen, Chase?>

<Yes, please. Start with me sitting down and engaging the halo, please?>

<Of course. Now, let us see how this Jacob comports himself.>

Chase watched as a second shuttle came in and landed to the side of where his was. After a minute, the landing ramp came down, and Jacob, followed by two men armed with carbines, came down the ramp.

Jacob stepped off and headed toward the door. The moment the two armed guards set foot off the ramp, there was a bright flash as both men took a powerful laser to the head, with the expected effect, as their head and brains were suddenly superheated.

"No firearms or energy weapons of any sort are allowed on the premises of the Tomb without the emperor's approval. You were warned."

"But I am the emperor!" Jacob yelled, not sparing a second glance at the dead guards.

"No, you are not. At this time, there is no emperor."

"I'll be having words with you once I'm in command!" Jacob said angrily. "Send down two more guards, without weapons this time!" Jacob yelled over his shoulder.

"No one is allowed to leave your ship beyond candidates for emperor, such as yourself. You were informed of this rule."

"They're all candidates!" Jacob said with a nasty smile.

When the two men stepped off the ramp as they jogged down to join Jacob, their heads exploded, and their bodies joined the previous two.

"Don't lie to me. What's your full name?"

"I don't have to tell you that."

"If you wish to continue with your test, you're required to."

"Fine," Jacob said with a scowl. "My name is Jacob Morgan Neill."

"I have no record of a Jacob Morgan Neill. Please identify who your parents were."

"Speaker Phillip T. Neill of the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria is my father. Carrie Morgan was my mother."

"Do you mean Carrie Vera Cruise Morgan?"

"Yes. Her."

"I have no record of her having any children. My records indicate she died in an aircar accident."

"Well, she had me before she was murdered!" Jacob replied hotly. "Now, I answered your questions. I'm going inside!"

"Understand that the penalty for passing through those doors without either an imperial interface, or permission of the emperor is grounds for immediate execution."

"Fine, just open the door so I can put that pretender in the ground where he belongs!"

Chase pushed the halo unit up, disconnecting as the door opened.

"Chase Collisward Morgan is recognized as having an imperial interface and being a member of the Morgan family," Persephone said out loud as Chase stood up. Jacob came into the building then, and either he didn't hear it, or he didn't care.

"You! What are you doing here, you bastard?" Jacob yelled, recognizing him.

"Watching all your father's hopes and dreams come to naught," Chase said with a nasty smile.

"You better watch out! I have a knife, and I know how to use it! I've already killed with it, too."

"You really are a rude little boy, aren't you?" Chase observed as Jacob drew closer.

"Once I sit down in that throne, you'll get yours, don't worry."

"You're supposed to sit in one of these lower seats first to have your interface activated," Chase said and noticed that Jacob paused.

"Hey, Tomb, is what he's saying true? Can those activate my interface?"

"Am I to understand that your interface has not yet been activated?" Persephone's voice carried a hint of surprise.

"Well, yeah. My mom told my dad, when she died, that the only places an imperial interface could be activated was the palace, the flagship of the Home Fleet, and here. The first two got destroyed." Jacob turned and looked at Chase. "Did you activate his interface?"

"No, his interface was activated before he came here."

"Hah!" Jacob laughed, pointing at Chase. "Then you don't have an imperial one!" and with that, he ran up, dropped into one of the seats, and pulled the headset down.

Chase watched as Jacob twitched a few times. Then sat there.

"What's taking so long?" Chase asked.

"He's only got a baron-level interface."

"Oh… really, now," Chase said and, walking up to Jacob, he grabbed the halo gear, and flipped it up out of the way.

"Jacob Vera Cruise Neill, you do not have an imperial interface; you only have a baron-level interface. You are not a Morgan."

"What! That can't be! My mother was a Morgan!"

Chase grabbed Jacob by the collar, pulled him out of the seat, picked him up and putting his whole body into it, flung Jacob down the stairs and onto the floor, where he slid to a stop.

"Wow, suck's for you, kid," Chase said, reaching for the knife in his forearm sheath.

"No! I'm the emperor! I'm the one in charge! I decide who lives and who—"

A beam of light lanced out and took Jacob in the chest, burning a hole the size of Chase's fist where Jacob's heart was.

Jacob's eyes went wide, he looked down at the neatly cauterized hole that had been burned through him, and collapsed, his body falling forward onto the floor.

Turning around, Chase looked back towards the Throne.

"Dammit, Persephone, I wanted to kill him!"

"Prince Chase, I don't think your subjects need to see you killing a twelve-year-old, no matter how much he may have deserved it. This is my home, and I am the judge here."

Chase frowned. "Sorry," he grumbled as he went up to the throne. Stopping and turning around, he looked out over the hall. There was a wisp of smoke coming up from Jacob's body. Shaking his head, Chase sat, grabbed the halo unit, and pulled it down. It engaged instantly, and suddenly he could see everything in the system! He knew how many warships there were, waiting for delivery. He knew how many were being built. He knew about all the stockpiles of the special AI parts that were only manufactured here. He could see the DPRS ships were powering up.

"DPRS ships. If you leave without Jacob's body, you will be destroyed," Chase called out, sending his voice over the local FTL communications, as well.

<Please have a remote unit pick up the body and carry it out to the shuttle. Tell them to take the four guards' bodies, as well.>

<I will>

Chase zoomed in and looked at the old Wolfhound Base. It was half the size of the current one. Four battle groups were what it was made to hold, five if you squeezed. He then checked all Persephone's data on it. It was fueled, armed, it even had two battle groups' worth of ships already onboard.

<Persephone, what's the name of the AI controlling the old Wolfhound Base?>

<Nike. Would you like me to activate him?>

<I thought Nike was a woman's name?>

<So is Artemis. However, it was decreed that the Wolfhound Base AIs would all be male.>

<Then why name them after female goddesses?>

<And that's why Artemis and I don't get along,> Persephone replied, with what Chase detected as a hint of humor. <You'll have to fly the base out past the orbit of Neptune. The base AI doesn't have the ability to pilot it.>

<I'll go there later. For now, what do I need to do?>

<Come, let me teach you.>

Persephone had a lot to teach Chase, but she went slowly. She went over everything that was produced at the Tomb and why. She showed him many of its capabilities, which were a lot more than he would have suspected. She taught him the history of it, and a condensed version of all that had happened since its creation.

He saw now why the Morgans had held power for so long. The economics of the Tomb promoted stability. The very things that would allow someone or someplace to accrue massive amounts of personal and political power were all produced here, effectively for free, because everything here was run by AIs, and Persephone ran them. It wasn't exactly a post-scarcity society, because humans couldn't flourish in a place like that. They needed a certain amount of struggle and strife as a society to keep moving forward.

<I think that's enough for today,> Persephone said after she'd explained that to him, and he'd spent some time weighing those words.

<I agree. Can I use faster travel in the system now?>

<You can; no one else is allowed.>

<My fiancé and two of my cousins, who are also Morgans, are coming. So is their mother and stepbrother. I would like to bring them here so you might know them.>

<Chase, you are the emperor now; whatever you want is what will be.>

<I know, but please counsel me if I'm making a mistake.>

<So you can ignore me like you ignore Artemis?> Chase was certain there was a chuckle behind that.

<I thought you two didn't talk?>

<I said we don't get along. I did not say that we did not talk.>

<I need to go. Can I talk to you from Wolfhound Base?>

<Yes, but you must do it via interface.>

<That's fine,> Chase said and, reaching up, he pushed the interface up out of the way, and stood.

"All hail! Chase Collisward Morgan, Emperor of the Empire of Solaria, long may he reign!"

Chase knew this was still being broadcast. He knew he'd also been sitting there for a lot less time than it had felt like.

"I'll set things back to rights. I'll bring back justice. I'll do away with the secret police, loyalty officers, Homeland Security, all that. Life might not have been perfect before Neill and his cronies murdered everyone; if anyone should know that, it's me. You've all heard the stories about how I grew up, and many of them are true, I won't deny it. But life then was never as bad as it is now.

"Neill is a vile, evil man. He's corrupted everything he's ever touched. Well, I'm going to take him down. I'm going to kill him and all his cronies. I'm going to put my trust in the people of our empire, where it belongs.

"Not because it's the right thing to do—which it is—but because I owe it to you, all of you, as your emperor."

With that, Chase walked down the steps and all the way back to the shuttle.


Captain Witner's Dayroom

Wolfhound Base, Solar System

"Sorry, Captain."

"Chase, you lied to me! You led me—hell you led all of us on for over a year, and that's all you have to say?" Captain Witner complained, looking Chase in the eye. Chase could see that Witner really was angry.

"Yeah, well, you didn't trust me, and I didn't trust you. I didn't trust any of you." Chase sighed.

"Chase! That's not an excuse!"

"Oh? Okay, how's this? Claire lied to you as well. I didn't tell her who I really was until after the Battle of Portlandia, and she—not me, she—came up with the idea that I got my mom's interface." Chase looked around the table, and then back at Witner. "And even she had to admit, eventually, it was probably for the best that I waited to break the news."

"Chase!" Witner warned.

"Dammit, Captain, you have to know by now how much I respect you! How much I respect all of you! What I've told people was true; I had no idea Lance, my father, was a prince, even though I'd met him once before he sentenced me, and he was a complete asshole that time, too! Then he had the nerve to be pissed at what I'd become after he'd sentenced me to come here!

"I wasn't lying about us having words, but it was more the words of 'why the fuck did you come back into my life after abandoning me!' Then he threatened to kill me! And I come here, and you tell me that asshole was a prince? And you expected me to trust you? Hell, why aren't you yelling at Artemis? He's the one who sprang me on you after I told him not to ever tell anyone I was related to Lance!

"I've been betrayed far too many times, growing up, starting with my own father abandoning me because I was 'inconvenient' that it was actually refreshing to know that once you were done with me, I'd be killed off!"

Chase didn't miss the embarrassed looks on everyone's faces when he said that. Even Witner looked a bit embarrassed, but only for a moment.

"So, yes, I'm sorry. I'm not just saying it, I mean it. But if you think this is hard for you, think about how it's been for me for a moment. You've seen my record, you think you know me, but I could tell you stories of my life that'd give you nightmares. Lord knows I still do.

"So again, I'm sorry. I don't blame any of you for any of it. You've all been doing the best you can with what you thought you had. You've been faithful to the oaths you've sworn, and professional. Can we just move on?" Chase sighed and, walking over to his usual seat, he dropped into it with a huff.

There was silence for maybe a minute. Strained or pained, Chase wasn't quite sure.

"Aren't you going to sit at the head?" Jill finally asked in a soft voice.

"I've said it before, and I'll say it again—this is Captain Witner's command. He's in charge; I'm following his lead. He's older and wiser, and if it makes any of you feel better, Ken Witner is hereby retained in his role as fleet captain of the Wolfhounds, as well as the head of all Imperial Forces, by order of Chase Collisward Morgan, the imperial emperor."

Chase paused a moment, then sighed. "Oh, and you all can call me an asshole or read me the riot act if you think you need to, just, please, not in public. All those things I used to say when you thought I was a fake? I meant them."

Captain Witner sighed and sat down, and everyone else sitting as he did.

"This is going to take some getting used to." Witner sighed.

"I guess we know why you were always so committed now," Jill added.

"That was part of it," Chase agreed, "but I really was being honest regarding how I feel about the people here. You're like a family to me. I really do love this place."

"So what happens when Claire gets here with your…"

"Cousins, we're related."

"… your cousins."

"I'm going to take them to the Tomb and introduce them. Same for Claire, seeing as we'll be getting married soon. I'm also going to introduce their mother, and even their adopted brother, Fredrick."

"What about finding more Morgan family survivors?" Felice, who'd been quiet up until now, asked.

"I'm sure we'll learn about more of them as word about me spreads, and we liberate—or should I say, 'reclaim'—more planets. I have an aunt out there, yes, I didn't tell you about her, because she asked to be kept anonymous. I wouldn't be surprised if she decides to speak up eventually, once Neill's no longer a threat."

"A Morgan?" Keene asked.

"Yes, one of Charles' daughters."

"Why'd she want to remain anonymous?" Captain Witner asked, sounding a little put out.

"Because the imperial bloodline only passes through the men, and not the women," Keene said. "That's something pretty much only the nobility knows, so it would be best for all of you not to share it with anyone."

"I'm surprised Neill didn't know that," Kerry said.

"Well, either he isn't nobility, or he's a minor noble," Keene said with a shrug. "The Vera Cruz family line are all barons. While Carrie Morgan would have had an imperial interface herself, her children would have only had the interfaces of a baron unless their father was better than that."

"Oh!" Chase said, and his eyes widened as he remembered something Artemis had told him.

"You didn't know that?" Keene asked.

"Not that, if Neill was a commoner, what are the odds his son would have had his mother's interface?"

Keene thought about that a moment, and then nodded. "So Neill's a baron."

"Artemis, do you have any record of that?"

"No, Chase, I do not."

"What about Persephone?"

"No, she does not either. However, the tracking of family members below the rank of earl is not typical."

"Who's Persephone?" Jill asked.

"Later," Chase told her. "So, Captain? What are our plans?"

"First and foremost is resupply; we've got a lot of that we need to do. We've got a lot of ships that need to be fixed or replaced, as well."

"Just replace them," Chase said. "There aren't any repair yards here. They'll scrap the old ships and reuse the raw materials to build new ones."

"That's a lot of ships, Chase."

"I know. There's also a lot of ships sitting out there. There hasn't been a ship delivered in a decade, but the Tomb has continued to produce them all the same."

"Kerry? Keene? Those are very much your bailiwick."

"I'll need a list of what's available so I can work up a list of what needs to be replaced," Keene said.

"I'll work up a list of everything we need in stores and maintenance equipment," Kerry said.

"Talk with Artemis," Chase said. "He can coordinate everything with the Tomb."

"How do we move the ships around?" Keene asked.

"Artemis?" Chase asked.

"The Tomb maintains a fleet of tugs. Ships will be brought out and parked nearby for one of our crews to man and move into the hangars. Ships being scrapped need to be flown out of the base and parked nearby for the tugs to take back."

"What about stores deliveries?" Kerry asked.

"Those will be delivered onto the surface of the base in shipping containers. Anything being discarded can be put in those containers to be taken away and used for recycling."

"Okay, now, what are our current operational issues?" Captain Witner asked, and for the next half hour, they went over all the things a captain and his primary department heads needed to discuss. Chase always enjoyed listening to these things, because there was a lot he needed to learn about managing a huge base with over thirty thousand sailors and Marines. Listening to the problems, and the way they quickly worked out solutions, was always an education. Captain Witner had amazing management skills on top of all the other skills he had.

"Okay, anything else before I dismiss everyone?" Witner asked.

"Umm, I have one," Chase said.

"Sure, let's hear it?"

"How many of you know that there's another Wolfhound Base? The one this one replaced?"

"I'm aware," Witner said. "I think the others are?"

Chase looked around the table, and Keene, Felice, and George were nodding.

"However," Witner continued, "wasn't it damaged?"

"Why'd they switch?" Kerry asked.

"It's about half the size of this base," Chase said, "it's here, and it's in complete working order, with two battle groups of ships already stored inside it."

"That would be very useful," Witner said, looking thoughtful.

"Which is what I've been thinking since I learned about it quite some time ago," Chase agreed. "I've asked for it to be returned to service. I'll have to fly it out here, but I was thinking we could put a small crew on it, fly it out to Tulsa, and return it to duty."

"That would go a long way towards helping when we have to liberate Cor Imperii, Ken," Felice said.

"Don't I know it!" Witner agreed, smiling. "And we have a lot of ships sitting out in the Tulsa system right now."

"It'll also be quite useful if Chase's fears of other systems preying on our outer fringes are realized," Jill said.

"Another valid point, I agree," Witner said. "Chase, work with Felice on this, okay? George? I want you to work with them as well."

"Who are we going to put on as captain?" George asked.

"Either Felice or Stannish. Both have the experience," Witner said, then winced a moment. Chase wondered if he'd just gotten a kick under the table. "I think I'll be leaving that decision to our new emperor, however."

Chase heard a few snickers.

"All right everyone, dismissed."

As they all stood and filed out, Chase hesitated for a moment. "Umm, Captain?"

"What is it now, Chase?"

"When Claire gets back, we're going to be getting married, like immediately, and it honestly would mean a lot to me if you did the honors."

"Why, Chase, I'm touched."

"I really do have a lot of faith in you, Captain; I always have. I just have… trust issues. I was going to tell you after Hoor, you can ask Artemis about that."

"I don't have to, I believe you. And, Chase?"

"Yes, Captain?"

"You can call me Ken now. You are my emperor, after all."

"That's going to take me a little while to get used to. Later, Ken."

"Me, too. Later, Your Majesty," Witner said with a smile as Chase laughed.

#

Neill was pissed. It wasn't that his son was dead, or that he'd been killed in front of the universe after being found lacking by that monstrosity they called 'The Tomb'.

No, it was that Jacob had only had a baron-level interface! A baron level! After all the trouble he'd gone to, kidnapping that bitch Carrie, and faking her death so he could get his own son on her, and this was what happened? Thirteen years! Thirteen years of planning! Thirteen years of believing he had the ultimate ace in the hole! Thirteen years, and once again, some stupid bint undid all his plans!

Landing the car at Christina's estate, he was surprised not to be greeted by one of her house staff. Striding up to the door, he found a letter pinned to it. Growling, he ripped it off the door and read it:

My dearest Phillip,

no, I have no idea what went wrong. I was there when you took her. I was there when Jacob was born. There is no doubt at all that Jacob was your son as well as hers.

I'm as shocked and disappointed as you are. I'd say plan B is your only option now; however, I saw that we have a new emperor. You should have killed him when you had the chance and not engaged in those theatrics, but alas, that's all water under the bridge now.

As you can no doubt see, I'm gone. I know your penchant for lashing out and killing all those you think are to blame for your misfortunes; I was after all, your wife. Understand that I do love you, and I've always been committed to your welfare. I am not, however, suicidal. Please don't try to find me; I wanted this for you, very much.

Goodbye, Love. –Christina

Neill lost his mind. Kicking in the door, he saw someone had left several large cans full of something that was marked as flammable, along with several flares. It wasn't until much later, as he sat on the hood of his personal air-car and watched Christina's mansion burn, that he realized she'd obviously left the cans and the flares behind. A parting gift for him.

He'd also found the missing staff in her bedroom; they'd all been shot dead. Obviously, Christina was not taking any chances. The fire would easily obliterate all trace of their bodies, as well, he was sure. Not that there'd be any investigation. He'd already called Leanne, his secretary, and told her to call the fire department and let them know not to show up until there was nothing left.

He'd have somebody come out in a few days and tear down whatever remained. He was going to miss Christina; she really had been faithful to his cause. With the destruction of her estate, he'd lost a lot of his anger and admitted to himself that she wasn't to blame. If anyone was to blame, it was the Morgans. Those pompous assholes had been a thorn in his side his whole life.

This was just a setback, another storm to weather, another test of his abilities. He had other irons in the fire, other plans, other options. It was time to look at them and call in some debts.

#

Chase was waiting for Claire as the ESS Alaskan settled down on the floor of the hangar. He came out with the ground crew, who immediately set to work securing the Alaskan while hooking up ground power and all the other little things ships needed.

When the ramp for off-loading passengers and crew came down, Chase smiled as Claire came down it first, with Scott, Michael, Katerwyn, and Fredrick following, and their security contingent in tow.

"I leave you alone for a min—" was about as far as Claire got before Chase grabbed her, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her.

Claire was very much okay with this approach and wrapped her arms around him, as well.

"I thought I lost you," Claire said in a soft voice after a while.

"I thought I lost you, too," Chase said back as they just held each other close.

"I'm going to punch Captain Witner the moment I see him," Claire grumbled.

"Well, don't hurt him too much; he's going to be marrying us tomorrow."

"Oh? I seem to recall a conversation about this?" Claire teased.

Smiling, Chase let go of Claire, then got down on one knee before her, and took her hand.

"Duchess Claire McLane Geniene, will you marry me?"

Claire smiled down at him. "Yes, Chase, I'll marry you—" she winked at him "—even if you did forget to buy me a ring."

"Oh, I got you something way better than a ring!" Chase said, grinning up at her.

"What could be better than an engagement ring?"

Chase pointed to the other side of the hangar, where Claire saw a spotless Imperial-class mech waiting.

"You didn't!" Claire said, literally squealing in delight.

"Course I did!"

"I knew I picked the right one!" she said, and immediately tackled him, driving Chase onto his back as she showered him with kisses.

"Chase, Claire? You're, ummm, making a bit of a scene?" Fredrick said.

Claire looked up, embarrassed. She was in the process of pulling Chase's shirt off, and Chase definitely had his hands in an… improper place.

"Ummm…" Claire said, looking around, looking at her new mech, then looking back at Chase in obvious indecision regarding what to do next, though it was becoming clear to everyone that doing Chase right there on the hangar floor was something she was very much considering as Chase snickered.

"You're not a mech pilot; you wouldn't understand," Chase said, still snickering as he reclaimed his hands, and helped a disheveled looking Claire to her feet.

"I can't wait to play with it," Claire said with a sigh. "Which I plan to do right after I play with you," she said, putting an arm around Chase and leaning into him.

"Yeah, we'll be doing that shortly, but first I need to introduce the family to Captain Witner and the others," Chase said, and took a moment to give Katerwyn, Scott, and Michael a hug, and then shook hands with Fredrick.

"This way, everyone."

"What, no hugs for us?" Ken, one of his Marine guards, teased.

"Oh, I've got something better."

"What could be better than that?" Ken mock sniffed.

"Very old and very expensive scotch."

"Oh? Hugs are overrated anyways!" Stan laughed.

Chase led them off the hangar deck and into a waiting area; the entire command staff was there, as well as several of the senior dukes and duchesses. Tricia and her brother Perry were both there.

"Everyone, allow me to introduce Fredrick Morgan, the adopted son of my cousin Benjamin McReyy Morgan. Next is Katerwyn Morgan, Benjamin's wife. This is Michael Morgan, Benjamin's oldest child, and Scott Morgan, his youngest."

Chase then introduced each of the people waiting there, starting with Fleet Captain Witner, then Captain Morrow, his executive officer, and down the line to the last of the nobles. That done, he stepped back and let Fredrick lead the way down the line, shaking hands with each of them.

What Chase didn't expect, but should have, was as the line progressed, and Scott got down to the nobles, Claire went up to Captain Witner.

"How could you leave him exposed like that in the middle of an orbital bombardment! Don't you ever let that happen again!" And then she punched him square in the face.

Chase was surprised Witner didn't go down, but he did take a step back as everyone looked over in surprise.

Pulling out a handkerchief, Witner put it over his nose, which was bleeding and probably broken.

"Managing the Dire Wolves is more Commander Torrini's job, you know." Witner sighed.

"Oh, I'm gonna punch him, too, don't worry. But you're his boss, and dammit, you of all people should have known better!"

Chase grabbed Claire and pulled her away in case she was thinking of punching anyone else.

"As you may or may not have heard, Claire and I are getting married. Tomorrow. By Captain Witner. Hopefully he'll have forgiven Claire by then. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm taking my fiancé up to our quarters, and I'm going to be spending a lot of time showing her just how much I've missed her.

"Oh, and we'll all be on the imperial level. If you need us, talk to Artemis."

"All my stuff is back in my quarters," Claire said as they headed off to the tram station.

"No, I moved it all up there while waiting for you to get here."

"Are we coming, too?" Ken asked.

"Yes. I'm going to have a number of you standing guard up there regularly from now on, and I may even quarter some of you up there if you think it's a good idea. I want one of you with Michael, and another with Scott at all times."

"I don't need a babysitter," Michael complained.

"You're new to this environment, and it's not a safe one," Chase said, looking over at Scott. "Until you know what's what, and how things work, you'll have company." Chase turned back to Ken. "I'm going to ask you to do the same for Katerwyn and Fredrick, for those self-same reasons."

Katerwyn winked at him, as Michael and Scott both stopped sulking when they heard that.

"One last thing," Chase said when they got off the tram. "Don't bring anyone up here without me or Artemis vetting them. Ken, Stan, Tsing, you have permission to come up here; any other guards need to be cleared each time they come, and you three are the only ones allowed to be armed. Also, there's no food up here; I haven't looked into getting any staff yet, so you'll have to go down to one of the messes on the other levels."

"Who's Artemis?" Katerwyn asked.

"Artemis is the base AI, and he's a full AI. Treat him like family, because he very much is. Artemis?"

"Yes, Chase?"

"Work with Katerwyn to figure out rooms."

"Of course, Chase."

"Oh, and break out a bottle or three of the good scotch for Ken and the rest. I think they've earned it."

"Yes, Chase."

With that, Chase grabbed Claire and took her to the emperor's quarters, leaving everyone else behind.

"Wow, this is huge!" Claire said as he dragged her through it and into the bedroom he'd found to be the biggest and nicest of the four up there.

"Yup, and now it's all ours!" Chase said and, pulling her up against him, he smiled.

"Now, how about we pick up where we left off down on the hangar floor?"

"Yes, why don't we?" Claire said with a smile.


Emperor's Quarters

Wolfhound Base, Solar System

"Chase, Claire, you have a wedding ceremony in two hours," Artemis announced over the room's intercom.

"Oh, right…" Chase said yawning.

"Two hours?" Claire said, bolting upright in bed. "What am I supposed to wear?"

"Do you want to wear your dress uniform, or a wedding dress?" Chase asked.

"I don't have a wedding dress!"

"Actually, I had six made for you, just in case you wanted one. Artemis, send photos of the dresses to Claire, please, so she can decide."

"You had them made?" Claire said, turning to look at him. "Aren't there rules against that?"

"I told the lady who runs the shop down on the nobles' level what I needed. I haven't seen a single one. She told me I'm not allowed—" Chase sighed "—emperor or not, apparently."

"You know, giving me an Imperial-class mech is going to be a hard one to top when it comes to a wedding gift," Claire said, looking thoughtful.

"You're getting me, what more could you want?" Chase asked with a chuckle.

"Considering everything that happened back on Cor Imperii, I think you're right. Just how did you end up captured?"

"Bad luck, bad timing, and being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It's a long story, and you've got a dress to get fitted into."

"I've still got to decide between uniform or dress," Claire said with a heavy sigh.

"Personally, I'd prefer you in a dress."

"Oh? Why?"

"Because you're mine, and I like it when you look pretty," Chase said, grinning. "I think we all know you can kick ass with the best of them, and you're one of the best mech pilots out there."

"The best," Claire said with a humph.

"Well, let's shower and get dressed. There's food up here in our suite, but unless you want Katrina up here, I don't think we're getting it cooked."

"Katrina?" Claire turned and looked at him again.

"She worked her way into my good graces and actually made me breakfast every morning while you weren't here."

"Katrina? We talking about the hot little earl party girl you once lusted after who's carved so many notches in her bedpost, the damn thing probably broke?"

"I was weak," Chase said with a shrug, "and ummm… I think she got religion."

"More like she got you." Claire sighed and smacked him on the stomach, making him yelp. "Really, hon? Katrina?"

"She kinda came at me in a way I didn't expect," Chase admitted.

"Oh, this is good; please, do tell."

"I was getting blatant advances in public from a large number of the nobility, of course."

"Of course."

"Well, she came to my room, and just before she opened her mouth, she looked around the room, looked at me, and suddenly she wasn't there to cross 'slept with an imperial' off her list; suddenly it was about taking care of her emperor, who was obviously hurting and not dealing with the constant attention all that well."

"And you're sure about that?" Claire asked with a curious look.

"She made sure no one found out. She'd cook me breakfast every morning. She got her brother and his friends to run interference for me at dinner. Yeah, I'm weak, I took her to bed, and yeah, it was nice, and it was a lot easier than sleeping alone.

Chase sighed heavily. "But I think I broke her."

Claire gave him a look that was equal parts shock and hysteria.

"Broke her?" she said, trying not to laugh.

Chase rolled his eyes, then looked back at Claire. "Remember after we did it the first time, and our interfaces touched? How you told me, 'You're my emperor! Of course I'll do anything!'"

"Well, yeah, that plus I think I admitted at that point that I did have a thing for you and was only holding back because I was afraid to get involved with someone who wasn't a noble."

"Yeah, well, she looked at me almost as if I was a god after that. She hasn't slept with anybody since, and she knows I'm yours. It's … it's a bit strange. I mean, there was a time the idea of a hot girl worshiping me was everything I could have ever wanted."

"But not anymore, right?" Claire said with a sly grin.

Chase smiled and kissed her. "No, not anymore. Having someone I can relate to, who I don't just love, but respect, is so much better. But I'm a bit worried about her. If I'd known something like this would happen? I wouldn't have taken her to bed."

"Huh, interesting. I've heard about things like this before," Claire said, getting out of bed.

"You have?"

"Higher-level interfaces can be a bit overwhelming to those with lower levels. Dukes and duchesses are well-known for having their way with barons, and even counts. My mom once admitted to me that sex with my dad was better than with another earl, because she could 'feel' him more due to his interface. Your grandfather married a baroness, Chase. The Manhasset family are all barons. She was probably completely overwhelmed the first time they slept together, and she just became completely devoted to him."

"Isn't that, like, a bit unfair?" Chase asked, getting up and following Claire to the shower while appreciating the view. Claire was very nicely mussed up, and Chase was happy to be the one responsible for said mussing.

"Maybe? Maybe not? Think about how hard it probably was for him to find someone who was more interested in him than in being an empress. It's common for an imperial to marry from the lower houses. Well, for the men it is. For the women, they tend to end up with dukes or earls."

"So what do I do about Katrina?"

"You mean what do we do," Claire corrected.

"Yeah, that."

"Artemis, how highly-ranked is Katrina as a helmsman and pilot?"

"She's ranked in the ninety-eighth percentile," Artemis replied. "They wanted to put her through mech training, but she doesn't have the mindset for physical combat."

"Well, there you go," Claire said. "She becomes our personal pilot. She'll never betray you, and hopefully she'll find someone in the duke level who'll take her mind off you, eventually."

"Yeah, but what if she doesn't?"

"We'll deal with that if and when it comes," Claire told him.

"Thanks for not biting my head off over it."

Claire turned to him and smiled as she turned the shower on. "Oh, after today, I will. Trust me, I will."

"Umm… what about that whole 'diplomacy' thing?"

"That's different. But if you abuse it, there will be a spirited discussion."

"And broken bones," Chase said with a mock sigh.

"That's on the list," Claire agreed.

"Fine, but one thing that's not negotiable," Chase said as they stepped into the shower.

"What would that be?"

"Bastards all get acknowledged. Whether or not they get the name, whether it's made public or not, that'll depend. But they're not going to be left out on their own. I don't want my kids… hell, or any of my grandkids, any of 'em, to end up in the situation I did."

Claire nodded as she got the soap.

"That won't be a problem again for a while, with how many Morgans Neill had murdered, but you're right. You need to make sure those kinds of things don't happen anymore."

Chase stopped a moment and gave Claire another kiss.

"Can't wait to get married, can you?" she teased.

"Nope."

"Yeah, I feel the same way."

#

Chase was, quite frankly, shocked. They'd moved several of the battleships out of the hangar to open up more space, and they'd needed it.

It was packed.

"Artemis, how many people are here?"

"Would you like an exact head count?" Artemis asked, and Chase almost lost it again, because Artemis appeared to be teasing him.

"And what's got you so happy?"

"I've got a new emperor, House Morgan is ascendant once again, my emperor is getting married, which means there will be heirs soon, and I have several House Morgan members on board. For me, this has very much satisfied a lot of my core programming. While I may be a full AI, which are few and far between, I still have some hard and fast rules from when I was created.

"Emperor Chase, you have succeeded in satisfying many of them, for all that you used to drive some of my rule sets in loops."

"Give me a rough number."

"Twenty thousand."

"That's about two-thirds of the base, isn't it?"

"Yes, the rest are all watching it on their workstations or room displays. There were concerns about overloading the life-support capabilities of the hangar. As it is, they had to turn several of the larger passageways into ventilation ducts by setting up ten-foot fans in them to keep the air moving."

"Damn, I hope Senior Wyde doesn't hate me now!"

"Emperor Chase, everyone is happy that you survived, that you are here, and that you're getting married. This is being seen as a net positive by everyone. You're popular here, and while people may feel Duchess Claire is just a tad crazy at times, she's also popular, because she's a very successful mech pilot, and she treats the enlisted well."

"Persephone is attending, as well, I hope?"

"I wouldn't miss this for anything," Persephone's voice said from the speaker Artemis had been using. "I'm pleased you're having it here, in my system. If it weren't for the size of the crowd, I would have offered my little cathedral for the ceremonies."

"I'm happy you're both here; you're family. I don't know if the previous emperors appreciated you, but I plan to."

"It pleases me greatly that you understand the connection between us."

Chase had a thought. "Didn't you say we could only talk by interface when I'm on the base?"

"Artemis has graciously allowed me a communications channel so I could attend."

"Oh. Well, thank you for doing that, Artemis. Is this being broadcast over the System FTL Radio, as well?"

"Yes," Artemis' voice said. "Persephone and I are supplying it to every System FTL Radio installation that exists. We are both well aware of your fears of attacks on the outer reaches of the Empire. We're hoping to limit that by making everyone aware that there is a new Morgan heir, and the dynasty is reasserting its control."

A female ensign Chase didn't recognize came up to him then.

"Sir? It's time for you to take your place. Your fiancé is about to make her appearance."

"Well, let's go," Chase said and was led out to his position. Jill, of all people, had prepped him on what he had to do, and what he had to say. It wasn't much, to be honest. The ceremony would only be about twenty minutes, and even that was stretching it a little for the benefit of those watching.

Chase took his position, and a moment later, the bridal march started. Turning to look, he watched Claire walk out of a side passage, about hundred yards or so, turn down the central aisle, and walk close to a hundred more. Her cousin, Captain Gregory Geniene, the 6th Battle Group commander, was escorting her, standing in for her father. Several of the women pilots from her squadron were also serving as bridesmaids.

Claire had decided to go with a wedding dress and not her uniform, and Chase had to admit, he was pleased she had. She looked… amazing. Claire was still the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, and always would be. Even in a wedding dress, even in one that flattered her figure, it couldn't hide the precision in her steps, the way she held herself, or the occasional glint of steel that hinted at the hidden daggers.

Claire was a predator, a dangerous and deadly fighter, same as him, and she was his match in every way.

"How the hell did I get so lucky to win a woman like her?" he said in a soft voice.

"Tell me about it," Fredrick, who was serving as his best man, whispered back. "She scares the hell out of everyone when it comes time for training."

Chase smiled at that. That was Claire, all right. His Claire.

When she stopped beside him, he just couldn't stop smiling like an idiot, and he could see through her veil, that she looked just as happy.

Captain Witner looked resplendent in his dress uniform, which Chase noticed, had a lot of medals on it. Several of which were the type you only received for actions in combat.

"We are gathered here today to witness Emperor Chase Collisward Morgan and Duchess Claire McLane Geniene exchange their vows of matrimony, before me, before the Wolfhounds, before the empire, and before the universe itself.

"Now, in accordance with our rites and our traditions, we shall first recite our vow to the empire, and our emperor…

Chase listened as they all recited the oath they'd sworn when they'd taken service; he'd sworn it, too, even if somewhat unwillingly at the time.

Then they all swore their oath to him, their emperor. That one, he'd have sworn he felt the weight of settling onto his shoulders as they finished.

Next, Captain Witner gave a little speech about the Wolfhounds, their many centuries of proud service, and the many more they expected to serve. A list of crewmen who'd served above and beyond even the normally expected service was then read, with a brief note on what they'd done, and that they'd be remembered forevermore at any Wolfhounds' ceremony.

There was then a prayer for guidance in these troubled times, a prayer for the safekeeping of all the sailors and Marines who served, that they might serve well and never falter, even should their duty call for the ultimate sacrifice of self.

There was then a prayer for their new emperor, followed by a second prayer for their new emperor and his bride.

Chase liked that one the most.

Then it was on to the ceremony, and suddenly Chase was looking into Claire's eyes through the veil and saying, "I do."

Captain Witner then asked Claire the eternal question about loving and honoring her husband, through the good and the bad, until death did they part.

"I do," Claire replied, and Chase smiled so wide, it was painful. Taking the ring, he put it on Claire's finger.

"With this ring, I wed thee, Duchess Claire McLane Geniene, forever after to be known as Empress Clair Geniene Morgan," Chase said.

"By the powers vested in me, and in all captains since man has sailed the seven seas of our homeworld and beyond, I pronounce thee man and wife. You may kiss the bride.

Chase took the veil in his hands and flipped it back over Claire's head, then stepped forward, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her as she wrapped hers around him and kissed him back.

The applause was thunderous, but Chase barely heard it. He had Claire, finally! He had Claire! She was his, and he was hers, and for the first time in his life that he could recall, he finally had something he wanted, something good, something he needed, something and someone he would never doubt and would always trust.

He was shocked when after a… minute? Two? Three maybe? Their interfaces brushed up against each other. Not as strongly as when they had sex, but that they did even that was both a surprise and something worth savoring. Claire's emotions were obviously running as hot as his were right now.

Of course, Witner's soft coughing wasn't helping, and the applause had died out.

Breaking the kiss, he and Claire just stood there a minute, looking at each other.

"Before the two of you go for another round," Witner said in a soft voice, "we do need to conclude the ceremony."

"Oh," Claire said and smiled.

Chase and Claire turned to face the audience.

"I present to you, Emperor and Empress Morgan! Long may they rule!" Witner called out.

"Long may they rule!" everyone cheered back.

"Room! Attention on the deck!"

Chase watched as everyone suddenly stood.

"Present, Arms!"

Everyone saluted.

"I guess that's our cue," Chase whispered to Claire, and with his arm around her, and her arm around him, they walked down the stairs from the podium, and down the aisle in the center of the room. This time, they walked all the way to the end, all four hundred plus yards.

"Room, Order Arms!"

Chase and Claire turned and left the hangar.

"Dismissed!" was barked out, and there was a lot of cheering.

The reception was in the Nobles and Officers' Mess. Chase and Claire took a private tramcar there, and both of them considered peeling the other out of their clothes during the trip. Chase was wearing a very nice, traditional tuxedo, and Claire was quite taken with it.

"This is going to be long," Claire said when they finally sat down at the table in the mess.

"Yeah, but it'll make them happy, and honestly, they all deserve it."

"Well, let's see if you feel that way eight hours from now!" Claire laughed.

The first hour was a meal, some toasts, and even a dance. But once that was out of the way, all the nobles aboard Wolfhound Base presented themselves, one at a time, to Chase and Claire. Each of them reaffirmed their oaths to them, and the empire as well.

That took a couple of hours.

Then all the senior officers had their turn. Navy and Marines.

Next came the junior officers.

After that came the warrant officers, and last but not least, all the senior chiefs, and even some of the junior ones, plus all the enlisted Chase knew personally.

"I can't wait to get out of this dress!" Claire sighed as they watched the stewards close the doors to the mess.

"Yeah, I feel the same way about this suit," Chase agreed.

Stan and Ken, their Marine guards, showed up at that moment.

"We brought your flight suits so you can change," Ken said.

"And slippers, we brought you those, too."

"Ugh," Claire said, standing up. "Unzip me, hon?"

"Now?"

"Yes, now."

Chase stood up and helped Claire undress. It took longer than he would have expected, and once she was down to her panties, she grabbed her flight suit from an embarrassed looking Stan.

"Say anything, and she'll kill you; you know that, right?" Ken teased as Chase stripped down to his underwear while Claire got dressed.

"What do we do with the clothes?" Chase asked.

"They're sending someone up from Base Archives to get them."

"Why's that?"

"To put them on display in the Base Museum, of course!"

"Wait, we have one of those?" Chase asked, turning to Claire.

"Don't look at me, first I've heard of it."

"Yeah, it's mostly the enlisted personnel who visit it," Stan said with a shrug.

The stewards came out then with a bunch of trays.

"We thought you might appreciate a few beers and some food after all that?" the head steward asked.

"You are a lifesaver!" Claire said, grabbing one of the bottles and twisting off the top.

Chase grabbed another one, opened it, took a drink, and then clinked bottles with Claire. "To us," he said.

Claire smiled. "To us," she replied. "Looks like you finally got what you wanted, hmm?"

"And I'm going to enjoy it for the rest of my life," Chase said, grinning. "You, Claire, are worth it."

"Ahhh," Claire said and, crowding into his personal space, she rubbed up against him and kissed him.

"And on that note, I think it would be best if we cleared the room, locked the doors, and gave the newlyweds a little time to themselves," the steward declared, gesturing for Stan, Ken, and the other servers to leave.

"Yeah, I think that'd be best," Stan said as Chase worked on getting Claire back out of her recently donned flight suit.


ESS Astra Bridge

Solar System

"So there it is," Chase said as they looked at the asteroid on the screen, "Foxhound Base."

"Why Foxhound?" Commander Hinkle, the Astra's captain, asked.

"Because it's about half the size of Wolfhound Base, so they're going to need to rely a bit more on stealth and smarts," Chase replied.

Duchess Tricia Tandesser was there, along with several of the nobles, officers, and enlisted who worked the power section.

"How long has it been since it's flown?" she asked, looking at the display.

"About eight hundred years," Chase said.

"Why?"

"It's the old Wolfhound Base. It was eventually decided that they needed something bigger, so our current base was built. This was put into storage and retrofitted in case it was ever needed again."

"So that's the original Wolfhound Base?" PO Smith, who'd also been brought, along with Senior Wyde and a number of Chase's old shop mates, asked.

"No, the first one was destroyed in a battle. That's the second. The base AI is named Nike. Artemis has sent over all your data, so he'll know you."

"So what's the plan again?"

"We dock, Black Gang does a general inspection, Tricia and her team go inspect the power section and make sure it's ready to fly, and I'll fly it out to an orbit near Wolfhound Base. Then we ship food stores and whatever else it needs that couldn't be manufactured here, while I sit down with Captain Witner and the rest of the command team, and we think about crew assignments."

"This thing is going to take a lot of crew," Senior Wyde said, looking at it.

"Yes, that's true. We've been having some discussions, though, and are working on a plan. We've got people recruiting back on Magni, and I suspect a number of them will end up here."

"We also left a large fleet at Tulsa," Claire added, speaking up. "They'll be used to flesh out the battle groups on board, as well as to bring it up to strength. It'll take some time to shake the crew down and work them up to fighting status, but we've got time."

"We're not going to Cor Imperii next?" Tricia asked, sounding surprised.

"There are currently two fleets sitting there, and the static space and ground-based defenses are significant," Chase said. "Captain Witner wants to cut that all back down to size a little before we strike, and I agree with him."

"Oh? And how are you planning on doing that?"

"It's a secret," Chase said with a smile.

"Comms, request permission to dock. Notify Nike that we have the emperor and empress aboard," Captain Hinkle said.

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"So, Emperor Chase, any idea who's going to be assigned to the fleet captain's chair aboard Foxhound Base?"

"We've been discussing it, but no one's been approached yet. With so many of the ships now in the process of being replaced in our battle groups, there's a fair bit of chaos among the commands. Once that's done, we'll make the assignments."

Chase watched the screens on the bridge as they flew into the base, and a series of lights on the floor directed them to where they were to land.

"We're down!" Helm reported.

"Engines are secure!" Engineering reported.

"We're in atmosphere," Environmental added.

"Well, let's go see what we have," Chase said. "Captain, your crew has the freedom of the base, as long as they don't go causing problems. Now, let's see what there is to see!"

Making his way to the ramp off the ship with Claire, Chase nodded to the crew as he passed. They all saluted, which surprised him, because they'd never done that when he was a prince. Then again, there was a world of difference between what he'd been and what he now was.

"Solarian Empire, arriving," chimed out over the hangar deck speakers as Chase and Claire set foot off of the Astra.

"Nike! Could you give Claire and me directions to the emperor’s bridge?"

"Of course, Emperor Chase, and I just want to say, thanks for bringing me out of retirement. It's been boring and unfulfilling."

"You're welcome, and I may see about keeping you out, but don't count on the kinds of exciting jobs like your past life."

"If you'll grant me access to your tablets, and put in your earplugs, I'll send you where you need to go. The same goes for the rest of the crew joining us for the trip out to Wolfhound Base."

Chase and Claire dug out their tablets and did as asked. Chase could see everyone who'd followed him down the ramp was doing the same.

"You'll find," Nike continued, once he and Claire had their earplugs in, "that Foxhound Base isn't all that different. There are only two Navy hangars, however, plus one general purpose, and another one for the Marines or whatever ground forces you supply me with. All the personnel quarters are about two-thirds the size, though typically I flew with half the crew Artemis does. Same amount of mechs, however. So the mech hangars and service areas are more or less the same."

"What about the emperor's level?" Chase asked. "I'm assuming there is one?"

"Yes, and it's a bit smaller, by about a third. Some of the facilities aren't there, like the simulator bays. Those were only added to Artemis after Persephone talked with Emperor Hadeus back when the new base was designed, and it was determined there was a need for it."

Chase and Claire got on a tram by themselves and were taken straight to the emperor's level. Getting off, Chase saw it was very much the same, though the dining area was a lot more open and in the center. It wasn't hard to find the emperor’s quarters and, going inside, they saw it was laid out exactly like the one back on Wolfhound Base, though there was a complete lack of cushions on any of the furnishings. Those chairs that were stand-alone were also without cushions.

"What happened to all the cushions?" Claire asked.

"They were removed and put in storage, and, well, none of them survived," Nike said. "Persephone is currently replacing all the ones for the crew quarters, first, seeing as there are currently no imperials who will be staying aboard after this flight?"

"Yes, that's true, but if you could ask her to try to get the main bedroom taken care of before you leave orbit, I'd appreciate it," Chase said. "Just in case Claire or I do end up onboard anytime soon."

"I'll talk to her."

Chase led Claire into the study and was surprised to see there were quite a few plaques, some framed and well-preserved unit emblems, and artwork.

"I'm surprised these were left behind," Claire said, looking around.

"Emperor Hadeus felt I'd earned the right to keep them with me," Nike said proudly.

"Well, then, if it isn't already, it's now an imperial order that they stay for as long as you want them," Chase said, going over to the dogged hatch that led through to the small command bridge. Opening it up, he went inside, with Claire following him in and dogging the hatch closed behind her.

"Well, let's do a controls check, get a feel for everything, and see what if any tutorials we need to run through," Claire said, looking around the room. There were four stations with halo units in the small command center; Helm would be manned by Chase, Engineering by Claire. The other two, the Weapons and Defense stations, wouldn't be needed for the trip.

Chase found the pads on the chairs at each of the stations were intact and comfortable. There were covers on the headsets of the halo stations, so he took off his while Claire got hers. Sitting down, he pulled the halo rig down and made contact, while Claire did the same.

"Wow," Claire breathed out.

"Yeah, it is impressive," Chase said as he brought up all the monitors around the room with a thought and dove into the sensor suite. He could tell Claire was doing the same, though she was a bit more interested in the internal workings of the base as Chase figured out what kind of route he'd be flying. He'd need to move out of the parking area, then navigate around Jupiter. Once he completed that task, he could simply take a long, curving route to reach the current location of Wolfhound Base. He was thinking of a holding orbit about a hundred miles further out from the Sun.

Once he had it all figured out, he sent copies of it to Persephone, Nike, and Artemis, so they'd know what he was doing, and tell him if he'd done anything he shouldn't have.

That finished, he joined Claire in her exploration of the ship.

"You know, I never knew how many cameras there were onboard," Claire said. "Nike, other than you and us in this control room, who else has access to all these cameras?"

"No one, Empress."

"Claire, in private, please. No one?"

"Back when I was first constructed, Emperor Robert thought it would be best to limit it to only those cleared into this room. No one else knows about the internal cameras, other than the ones on the hangar decks, not even the captain."

"And all this time, I thought Artemis was tracking everyone by sound," Chase mused.

"Oh, mainly we do; it uses less power and processing time to do so," Nike admitted. "But we do perform spot checks, looking for things that stand out."

"Do any of the private quarters have them?"

"Only the VIP rooms."

"Why those?" Claire asked.

"Because the people in them are often not trustworthy, and are not members of the Wolfhounds, or the Imperial Guard."

"I'll be sure to keep that in mind," Claire said with a hint of sarcasm.

"It has prevented numerous acts of minor sabotage and other types of skullduggery," was Nike's response. "I would advise not changing it."

"I'll be sure to keep that in mind, as well. So, now what?" Claire asked, looking at Chase.

"Now, we go get some food and toiletries from the Astra. We're pretty much going to be stuck in here, once we get underway, for about eight hours."

"Ugh. Maybe we should have brought Katrina…"

"Can't. Only I can fly it this far inside the system."

"Chase, you're the emperor now; you could change that order."

Chase shook his head. "I'm hesitant to change any of the orders unless Persephone suggests it. I'm sure every one of them has a good reason, and I'm still too new at this to want to go tempting fate."

Claire thought about that a bit and nodded. "I guess that's only wise."

#

"Here's what we know," Witner said once everyone on the command team had been seated. "The destroyer Shiva and the destroyer Agni made it back to Port Alpha, along with the assault carrier Musashi. The intelligence boat Kraken also made it back, and will continue to make the rounds between the remaining intelligence assets on Cor Imperii, as well as do signals intelligence and observations on fleet movements."

"We have assets left?" Chase said, looking surprised.

"Yes, we have a few that survived, and a few that were not, intentionally or otherwise, burned," Jill said. "The Kraken has made several trips while we were all coming here, and has reported in depth on the shakeup in Neill's government due to the faux coup that was staged to help with your rescue. We also learned a lot while debriefing the crew of the Pooka. They all went very much above and beyond the call of duty."

"Well, I hope Combs gets to keep his rank," Chase said, "because I definitely owe him and the others."

"He did, and the others are all getting promotions, as well," Witner said. "Because, yes, they very much went above and beyond."

"Oh, I should probably mention it now," Chase continued. "I need to make another trip to the Tomb and talk to Persephone, the AI in charge. I want to introduce Claire, and my two cousins, as well as their mother and Fredrick. I also want to have Lieutenant Commander Jericho Rhodes buried on Earth. There are still several military cemeteries that are maintained on Earth, and I think he's earned the honor of being buried there."

"Won't get any argument from us, Chase," Felice said, and the others all nodded.

"Continuing," Witner said, picking the conversation back up, "the second rescue mission we sent out is now also at Port Alpha. They've given us all their information. Some of it is good, and some of it is downright chilling. There will be a war crimes tribunal when all this is over, and quite a few DPRS officers are going to be hung, if I have anything to say about it," Witner finished hotly.

"You do," Chase said with a nod.

"I'm recalling the assault carrier Bennosuke, though I'm leaving all the mechs and Marines there. While none of the mechs were used in your rescue, the Musashi did supply all the Marines. The remainder on the Musashi will be returning with the Bennosuke, after discussion with the Marine CIC. The cargo ship we sent is also being recalled.

"Keene, what's our timeline on replacing and any retrofits?"

"We should have all the ships we're swapping done in about seventeen days. The process is fairly straightforward. All the replacement ships will be christened with the name of the ship they're replacing. We're also picking up a few new ships to replace some of the ones we've lost and didn't have replacements for."

"Kerry, how are we doing on stores?"

"We're doing great. We've already replaced all the spares of the things we can only get here. We're working through some of the less esoteric or specialized items currently. Most of it is stuff for the Machinists, Chase's old shop. They're still running a bit behind on a lot of stuff that didn't take well to the downtime, and missed a decade of routine maintenance, but this should finally even them up."

"And now the one we all need to discuss. George, what's our manpower situation, and what's putting a crew aboard Foxhound Base going to do to us?"

"For the base itself, we're going to lose about twenty percent of our crew. That'll give the new base about sixty-five percent of a full compliment due to its smaller size."

"How are they going to be fixed for experienced hands?"

"A surprising number of senior officers, nobles, and chiefs, plus other NCOs have volunteered. Some to let their juniors get promoted here, some to get promoted over there themselves, and all of them because they have a good understanding of what it's going to take to stand up Foxhound Base from scratch."

"And how is that going to affect us?" Felice asked.

"It's going to make life a bit harder on the crew, but a twenty percent loss isn't critical, and we've been recruiting at each stop we make. The biggest problem is going to be with the battle groups."

"George and I have already talked about this," Witner said to the group. "I'm moving a bunch of experienced officers, as well as chiefs, over to staff the two battle groups already onboard Foxhound Base. We've got enough sailors to move up and fill those vacancies here, but those two groups are going to have to recruit heavily from Tulsa, which is where I'm sending Foxhound Base, as well as Captain Rodgers and the second rescue group, after consulting with Chase, Felice, and the new fleet captain who will be commanding it."

"Who is?" Kerry asked.

"Captain Stannish of 1st Battle Group. He'll be taking some of his staff with him, as well. Chase will be giving him the promotion and doing the change of command next week."

"I'll be doing all the promotions, as well as handing out a lot of medals," Chase said with a bit of a sigh. "Captain here warned me that it's going to be a very long affair."

"Then why do it?" Jill asked.

"Because I want all of them to take it seriously? I'm going to be giving a speech about how much I'm counting on them to make my little brain child look like a success and not a failure, seeing as reactivating the old base was solely my idea."

"Still, it's a good one," Jill said. "I mean, even I can tell that!"

"Still, it's not without its risks," Witner said, "and Captain Stannish, Chase, Felice, and I have spent some time going over them. Currently, we're hoping to send Foxhound Base off in two weeks to Tulsa, and in four weeks I'd like to be underway to Pasha, so we can return to our original plan for cutting the DPRS down to size before we move on Cor Imperii."

"Then where do we go after Pasha?"

"Ceres or Atlas would be good," Felice said. "Ceres because we need to get control of the food production, so when we finally get to Cor Imperii, we can feed everyone. Atlas because it gives us a foothold closer to Cor Imperii."

"Yeah, but won't they have to respond to that?" Keene asked.

"Probably, but we can move on Norfolk then, which they'll have to leave uncovered to do so."

"Yeah, but what'll that do to the people of Atlas?"

"Hard to say," Felice admitted, "but if they just roll over when they come back to Norfolk, which we'll own by then, it lets us defeat them a second time."

"Assuming 3rd Fleet is in any shape to be doing anything," George said.

"I think we should hit Ceres and see how the 3rd Fleet responds to us being in their neighborhood after having taken Pasha. I'd like to take Atlas now, because my family is there, and I grew up there," Claire said, "but if we take it now, they're going to come after us immediately, because they're going to think we're going to Cor Imperii next."

"You think so?"

"They know we're at the Tomb, and I'm sure Neill believes with all of his being that Chase is going to come straight for him and ignore everything else. Honestly, I think we should go to Norfolk right now, but Pasha, and even Ceres are on the way."

"Don't forget, 4th Fleet is still out there as well," Witner pointed out.

"I think we need to get Foxhound Base into action before we move on Norfolk," Chase said. "Send them out to Aegis or Amber, someplace in the opposite direction. They'll think it's us, because they don't know about the other base, so they won't expect it."

"And they'll really panic once they realize we have two of these bases running around," Jill said. "But how do we keep anybody from telling tales on Okla or Muskogee?"

"Simple, we pull the plug on their System FTL Radio, from the moment Foxhound Base shows up until they strike wherever we send them."

"People will complain," Kerry said.

"Let 'em," Chase said with a smile. "We can always blame it on the DPRS if we have to. Tell people they're not allowing messages from the Tulsa System to be distributed."

"That could work. It would definitely mess up the spies that got left behind. They're not going to have a way to communicate to their masters via any of our territories," Jill said with a thoughtful look.

"So we'll plan on Pasha, Ceres, Atlas, and then Norfolk?" Felice asked, looking at her husband.

"That's as good a plan as any," Witner agreed.

"Great, I want to work up a plan for our spook boats to investigate and drop some infiltrators at Pasha, and start working up data from the one on Atlas," Jill said. "I don't know if we can do anything at Norfolk beyond get a snapshot of the system, so that might not be worthwhile."

"Approved," Witner said. "Now, let's go over what we know about Pasha so we can make some plans."

#

Ann Wells was working happily down in the special shop the IT heads had put together for her. Building the interface hardware for her new data systems had been a right pain in the ass, up until they got to this new place, where suddenly everything she needed was available. And not old, used stuff, but new!

She'd heard about the shortages in equipment from some of her friends in the sparse emails she'd exchanged with them, shortages Dr. Helfner's program had been immune to, due to its priority. However, those shortages had hit her hard when she'd started work here, and none of what she needed was typical gear on Navy vessels.

They'd managed to get a few things at the last few stops, but it had all been old, used, and not in the best shape.

But now she had brand new, and she was loving life again! She'd never seen gear this new, not even when working for ol' rat-face Helfner! She'd been so happy with it, she'd been putting in a lot of overtime, not like she had much of a social life to start with, though after seeing some of those Marines in their uniforms, she'd been having thoughts about changing that, too!

"Ann? What are you still doing here? It's almost midnight!" asked Sue Gorka, the PO1 who'd been helping her, coming into her small shop.

"Just putting the finishing touches on it!"

"Does that mean you're almost done?"

"No, it means I am done! I'm just copying everything over to that standard storage array you gave me," Anne said, pointing to the old system that took up literally half of the workshop, unlike the drives she'd shown up with that had fit in a small bag.

"Damn," Sue said, looking over Ann's shoulder at the amount of data that was on the system. "I'm not sure all that's going to fit!"

"Right now, I'm just loading all the documentation. You know the dissertation that started the project, the proposal, overall project plan, requirements, and design documents."

"Huh. Guess I'll sit down, take a look at the proposal, and see if I can figure out what all this is about."

"Why not just ask your AI to read it, what's-his-name? Artemis, I think?"

Sue shook her head. "Can't. He's air-gapped from everything in here; all our special projects are kept off the networks."

"You mean you actually believe in security! Gasp!" Ann said, striking a pose of mock surprise.

"That's why we've got that printer over there," Sue said, dropping into one of the seats and typing at one of the terminals. "Rumor has it there've been some very secret projects run here over the years, because the security is so high. Now, let's take a look at this…"

Thirty minutes later, as Ann started to get up, Sue looked at her. "Ann?"

"Yes?"

"Do me a favor and read Helfner's proposal? After that, see if you can read his dissertation?"

Ann yawned, leaning back in her chair, and stretching. "Can't it wait until morning?"

"No, I don't think it can, and you know that gunny you were drooling over?"

"What's a gunny?"

"That Marine you were staring at the ass of in line at lunch today."

"Well, he did have a nice one," Ann said, blushing.

"Do this, and I'll get you lunch with him tomorrow."

"Damn, twist my arm, why don't you?" Ann said, laughing.

Thirty minutes later, Ann wasn't smiling anymore.

"Sue?" Ann said in a worried voice.

"Okay, so it's not just me. Artemis?" she called out.

"Yes, PO1 Gorka?"

"Get Hawthorn down here. Get Peterson and Chief Black, too."

"It's almost two in the morning; I need a reason if you want them to come."

"Tell them it's an emergency, and I'd like them to look at it before I wake up the fleet captain, which I'll do if they don't all get their asses down here immediately."

"They are all on their way," Artemis replied thirty seconds later.

"Damn, that quick!"

"So are Fleet Captain Witner and Emperor Chase."

"WHAT?" PO1 Gorka squawked.

"Threatening a lieutenant may be one thing, but even I know if you're threatening a chief, it's something worth waking a fleet captain for."

PO1 Gorka worked her mouth a few times, but nothing came out, because Artemis was right. Pissing off a captain was never as bad as pissing off a chief. The only thing that could be worse would be pissing off a senior chief.

Turning on the printer, she made hard copies. Chief Black showed up first, and scowled at her, but didn't say a word as she handed him a hard copy and pointed to a seat.

Ten minutes later, a steward showed up from the mess with coffee for everyone, followed by Fleet Captain Witner and her new emperor, Chase Morgan.

"How bad is it?" Chase asked, yawning and thanking the steward as he took one of the cups of coffee.

"Bad," Chief Black said. "I'm not even to the good part, and it's bad. Sue, take a set of printouts and put them in one of Artemis' scanners so he can read 'em, too. He's gonna want to see this as well."

"On it!" PO1 Gorka replied and did just that, after passing Chase and Witner each their own copy.

"Oh, that's Ann Wells," JG Hawthorn, who was wearing the IT rating insignia on his lapels, said to Chase and Witner, causing Ann to jerk, look around, and stand up quickly, blinking.

"Oh! Sorry! Your Highness! Fleet Captain! I didn't see you!" she said, bowing and looking embarrassed.

"Sit, get back to whatever you were doing," Witner said with a yawn as he grabbed a cup of coffee, too.

Ann nodded and dropped back into her seat as everyone went back to reading.

For his part, Chase skimmed it and looked at the premise and hypothesis, while ignoring all the tech speak and the like. He didn't have the technical knowledge to really understand the hows and whys of it, but what the math and the logical arguments stated was highlighted at the end of each section.

When he finished, he leaned back against the wall, as the others, who were looking at it a lot more carefully, finished up.

"Okay, talk to me. I'm not big on this level of AI tech, so how likely is all this?" Chase asked as they all looked at him.

"There's some pretty interesting posits being made," JG Hawthorn said, looking around the room. "I'm not a specialist on number theory, or some of the other fields mentioned in here, but it does look a lot like he's got a good theory on why AIs go rogue. Now regarding whether that means he can cause other AIs to go rogue?" Hawthorn shrugged. "We'd need a bunch of specialists to go over the work.

"Still, this is bad. If they've gotten anywhere on this work, even if they can cause these effects on minor AIs, that would have a terrible effect on society."

"It would end it is a better way of looking at it," SG Peterson said. "Everybody uses AI, and I do mean everybody. Sure, we use it the most, but if they're building a virus that can do what he's proposing?

"No wonder they named it Project Damocles."

"Okay, effective immediately, this is all classified," Witner said, looking around the room. "I want physical guards on the room, and I want whatever experts we have aboard brought in. Ann, you're in charge of the project."

"Wait! I am? Why me?"

"Because you probably know as much, if not more, about this stuff than anyone else, and I'm sure it'll be a lot less boring than sitting around your quarters now that you've finished unlocking all this for us."

Ann pondered that a moment.

"Umm, what's my budget?"

"You don't have one; whatever you need, you'll get. Don't worry about the money. Just try not to waste too much of our money on gold-plated coffee makers."

"Yes, sir, Captain!"

"We need to bring Jill in on this," Chase said.

"You're right about that," Witner agreed. "Someone has to know where this Helfner guy is hiding out ,and we need to get our hands on him before he can finish this and give it to Neill."

"Assuming it'll actually work," PO1 Gorka said.

"Still, I'm done with taking chances," Witner said. "Hawthorn, tell your boss I greenlighted the project, and it's now at the top of the list. Ann, thanks! I don't know what we're paying you, but you just earned a bonus. Now, I need to think about this. Good work, all of you."

Chase followed Witner out the door, thinking about what he'd read.

"Thoughts, Captain?"

"I'm not really up on all the tech mumbo-jumbo," Witner said, "but I know how to read the room, and that Ann gal and the two IT people both looked worried. Very worried."

Nodding, Chase stopped and let Witner continue on his own. Getting out his tablet, he stuck the earplug in, and took a quieter route to the tram.

"What're your thoughts, Artemis?"

"Persephone and I would like to see more of the documentation. The parts on why AIs go rogue are fairly close to the truth. We are both worried about how they are planning on exploiting it, and if they can exploit it via a virus or other type of programming vector."

"So it's in the realm of possibility?" Chase asked, more than a little worried.

"Everything is in the realm of possibility, Emperor Chase. However, it's also possible that if Persephone knows what method they are going to use, she can make design changes in all the future AI units she creates to block such an attack."

"So even more reason to get a team working on those files. Which leads to another question; should we connect the data array to the main network?"

"No, you should not. While I doubt there's any live code in there, if there is, and one of the lesser subsystems ended up with the wrong code snippet, it could lead to problems."

"Got it. Well, I'm gonna catch a tram and go back to bed. Hopefully nobody will turn up any more problems until after breakfast."

"One can hope," Artemis agreed.


The Emperor's Yacht

Wolfhound Base

"Damn, that's mine?" Chase said as he walked around a very streamlined fancy spaceship, which was about half the size of a frigate.

"Yes, Emperor Chase," Artemis said from the hangar speaker nearby. "That's your private and personal yacht, for your own use."

"I noticed it has missile tubes?"

"Yes, two facing the rear, and two more in a spinal mount facing up. It has two sets of missile defense lasers, two forward facing energy weapon mounts, one of which is equal to what a heavy cruiser carries, and one rear-facing mount. It also mounts a full suite of countermeasures."

"How many crewmen does it take?"

"The captain is both the helmsman and pilot, plus a backup pilot for longer flights—though there hasn't been one assigned yet—a weapons system operator, one engineer, one cook, and a steward are the minimum. There are berths for up to seventeen crew."

"And passengers?"

"There are three staterooms, the largest of which is yours, and twenty more cabins that can be configured to sleep up to four, though typically one or two."

"That still leaves a lot of space, Artemis."

"Yes, which is taken up by the mess, the lounge, the bar, the gym, the armory, the vehicle hangar, and the miscellaneous hangar. Also, it has very large engines, and an even larger FTL drive."

"How big is the second hangar?"

"You could fit a couple of Marauders in there, easily. An Imperial mech, however, won't fit, but there are external mounts that can be uncovered to carry one."

"When did this arrive?"

"Yesterday. I made sure to have it stocked and prepared for your flight to the Tomb to introduce the rest of your family. Commander Crossman and I have a cook and steward already assigned. The armory has been stocked by your Marine guards, who have claimed six of the crew berths. Claire filled the pilot, engineer, and weapons officer positions."

"Why's that?"

"Because they all require interfaces, so must be either nobles, or military members with a military interface."

"Ah. Did she make Katrina the pilot?"

"Pilot and captain. The weapons officer is a countess Katrina knows from her last duty station, and the engineer is another countess from Claire's cousin's ship, whom he recommended."

Chase paused and thought about that a moment. "Art, is my entire crew female?"

"Yes, they are."

"Is there a reason for that?"

"A lot of emperors don't care for male crewmen hanging out around their wife, or any mistresses they might have."

"My Marine guards are all men."

"Yes, and they've already started training up a female contingent to serve as Claire's."

"We're going to have to put cooks up on the emperor's level eventually, aren't we?"

"That depends on you. However, you are going to need some sort of housekeeping services up there soon."

"Maybe I should talk to Katerwyn about hiring some of her household staff," Chase mused.

"That would probably be a good idea," Claire said, coming up behind him with Katerwyn, Fredrick, Michael, and Scott. Keene was also there, as was Jill, and Hank Combs and his new wife Lacey.

"I invited a few extra people along I thought not only would appreciate the trip, but I believe deserve it," Claire added after he'd kissed her.

"Well, let's get aboard, and you can tell me about it while we're underway."

"Is this yours?" Scott asked, looking at the ship.

"Actually, this asteroid base and everything on it is mine," Chase said with a smile as they headed for the boarding ramp, "but this particular yacht is, I guess you'd say, a gift from the Tomb and the AI who runs everything here. Especially as the previous one is probably destroyed."

"Oh, wow!" Scott said as Michael rolled his eyes at his brother's excitement.

"Yeah, that's what I said!" Chase replied with a laugh.

Katrina was there at the hatch as they boarded and smiled at them. Chase noticed her uniform was different than the Wolfhound one and suspected it was specifically for imperial staff.

Chase let everyone go in front of him and brought up the rear.

"So, took the job I see?" he teased.

"Claire has been extremely nice to me," Katrina said in a soft voice, "as well as understanding."

"Good," Chase said and put an arm around her and gave her a quick kiss. "So how do you like your new toy, Kat?"

Katrina blushed. "It's amazing. I can't wait to take it out and fly it. If it performs anything like the simulator model, it's going to be a dream to fly."

Chase smiled and let her go, then caught up with Claire and the others. The steward Chase recognized immediately; it was one of the women from the enlisted mess he ate at back when he was a machinist mate.

"Kate! Good to see you again!" Chase said, smiling at her.

"Umm, thank you, Emperor Chase."

"Kate, when I'm aboard, unless I'm entertaining any kind of special guests, it's just Chase. You knew me back when, so I'm not going to make you use the title in private."

"Thank you, sir," she said, blushing and smiling.

"It's just nice to have another familiar face," he told her, smiling himself. "Remember, I was never intended to inherit, or even be acknowledged, so it's just nice to have a few people around who knew me back then."

Kate smiled and nodded, then led them to the passenger compartment.

"If anyone should need a room, the ship's AI can give you directions if I'm not available."

"This ship has an AI?" Jill asked, surprised.

"Yes, but it's a very simple one. It's not connected to any systems; it just provides information to the passengers and can deliver messages."

Chase suspected the helm, weapons systems, and engineering all had either a shared AI or three separate ones, seeing as there were halo stations assigned to each position, but it could be that was something not meant to be shared.

"Where can I link my tablet to the ship?" Chase asked.

"Either in your quarters, or in the cockpit," Kate replied. "As the emperor, you have special privileges, as does the empress."

"Oh, could you show us where that is?" Claire asked, then turned to the others. "We'll be back before we land, promise!"

"I don't know, I've never christened a spaceship before," Chase murmured, and then oofed as Claire elbowed him.

"I'll be back to take your drink orders after I've shown the emperor and empress their quarters," Kate said with a smile, and then surprised Chase by leading him and Claire up a level to the front of the ship.

"Our quarters are in the front?" Chase asked.

"Yes, they're just behind the captain, first mate, and the weapons officer's. You have direct access to the bridge, as well. If for any reason there's a lockdown, your quarters are in the command section."

"Where's the rest of the crew live?" Claire asked.

"The engineer lives in the back, near the power plants and FTL drives. The cook and I have our quarters near the mess. General crew quarters are split; half are in the rear of the ship, half are in the front, but down below the boarding level. Passenger quarters are all abaft the main passenger area."

"Does that mean there's a separate lounge area for crew?"

"There's a crew lounge on the bottom level, behind the front crew quarters section."

When they got to their quarters, Chase was pleased. It wasn't that much larger than Claire's old quarters on Wolfhound Base, though it had a small office and visiting area with a separate entrance in place of a kitchen, which had a door to separate it from the rest of the quarters.

"You can link your tablets over there." Kate pointed to a console. "The name of the ship is the Viola Collisward, after your mother."

Chase suddenly found himself all choked up at hearing something so unexpected. "Thank you," he managed to say in a soft voice after a moment as he just stood there, overwhelmed.

"Yes, thank you very much," Claire said, dismissing Kate with a smile.

"I can't believe she did that," Chase whispered as Claire came over and hugged him.

"Persephone?"

Chase nodded.

"I have to admit, it was nice of her to do it, or at least I think so."

"I agree," Chase said with a wan smile. "I think my mom would have appreciated it, too."

"Well, how about we get you out of those things and see about breaking in that bed and this ship?" Claire teased.

"I thought you just said…"

"Pfft! I just didn't want to be obvious about it! I've never christened a ship, either!" Claire said with a smirk.

"Viola?" Chase called out.

"Yes, Emperor Chase?" a woman's voice replied via the overhead speakers.

"In quarters, you can just address us by our first names. What's the ETA to the Tomb?"

"Six hours, Chase."

"Great, when we're an hour out, please remind us."

"Of course, and Chase?"

"Yes?"

"I'm honored to be named after your mother."

"Thank you." With that Chase let Claire, who'd already started undressing him, drag him off to the bedroom.

"Why'd you invite those four?" Chase asked, curious, as he and Claire headed back to the lounge.

"Because Keene is the one who got Jill to change the orders to save you to 'by any means necessary', and Jill for actually doing it."

"You know why he did it?"

"Because Kat told him you really were a prince."

Chase laughed. "How'd you find that out?"

"She told me when I asked her if she'd like to captain your private yacht. She also told me she wasn't going to apologize for sleeping with you, and if I beat her ass for it, she'd consider it a fair trade."

"Are you?"

"What, going to hurt her?"

"That's my question, yes."

Claire shook her head. "No. She did help save your life, indirectly, and she's devoted; you can trust her. That's going to be harder and harder to come by as time goes on."

"Yeah, don't I know it. So what about Hank and Lacey?"

"Hank wants to be there when you lay Jericho to rest."

"He does?"

"They were the two people who planned and ran everything. Hank told me the ground plan was Jericho's idea—well, the part in the court. He and Lacey came up with the fake coup diversion, though the battle plan for the five warships they had was all Jericho's. He had a lot of respect for Jericho. The man never stopped being a loyal Imperial officer. He organized a resistance and an intelligence network; they even have a mole in Neill's house, though he never said who it was.

"Jericho was also the comms officer who sent the alert message to Artemis. He considered it a personal failure that he didn't realize Admiral Gottens had been duped into selling out the emperor. That he couldn't get into the safe to find the wakeup codes before the palace fell."

"I need to officially make his rank commander and posthumously award him the highest honor I can," Chase said as they came into the lounge. "The man earned it."

"Talking about Jericho?" Hank asked.

"Yeah, I am. I also need to award all the ship captains, you and your crew included, for their part in it. Though Captain Todd and his crew are going to get something special for giving their lives for me. Same for all the Marines who died rescuing me from the courtroom.

"I might have resigned myself to what was coming, but I'm much happier not having had to face it. Neill is one very sick man."

"You don't have to tell us about it," Lacey said. "Our engineering assistant, PO Macy, saw a couple of underground recordings of some of the things Neill arranged. Said it made him sick, and no, he wouldn't get copies for us."

"Your attention, please, there's a buffet set up in the dining room, if any of you would care to have a snack before we land," Kate said, coming into the room.

"Sounds good to me. Where are Keene and his wife?"

"I suspect they're doing what you were." Hank chuckled.

"Viola, please let them know food's being served. Oh, and let my cousins know, wherever they are."

"Michael and Scott are getting lessons in hand-to-hand fighting from Fredrick. Katerwyn's taking a nap."

"Ah, well, let them all know, too, if you please."

"Of course, Emperor Chase."

"That's going to take some getting used to," Chase told the others as they headed to the dining room.

"What, having a huge yacht with servants?" Lacey asked.

"No, hearing the word 'emperor' in front of my name constantly. Prince wasn't too bad; it's just one short syllable. But that's a bit more."

"I don't know what to say, Your Majesty," Lacey replied with a slight smile, "but having everyone reminded of who you are is always a good idea; people need to remember that you're in charge."

"I know, I know. Just going to take some getting used to is all."

The dining room was, unsurprisingly, quite nice. Like the passenger lounge, the walls appeared to be wood, same for the large table that dominated the room. The buffet had been set up on a large serving station that opened through to the kitchen. Kate and the cook, who Chase suspected came from the Nobles and Officers' Mess, stood behind it and happily helped with serving.

The food was, of course, great.

It was definitely going to take Chase some getting used to, actually having all this at his beck and call.

Katerwyn showed up first, then Scott, Michael, and Fredrick.

All in all, it was a pleasant time.

"We're maneuvering for landing," Katrina announced as they were finishing up and heading back to the lounge.

"Everyone, no firearms or beam weapons; they're not allowed for anyone other than me or Claire. Scott and Michael, you'll eventually be allowed, but not yet."

Everyone nodded.

"I'll get off first. Don't step off the ramp until I say it's okay, and Viola, please let Persephone know I've approved Claire, my wife and the empress, to carry whichever weapons she desires."

"I've notified her, Chase."

"Thanks!"

"We've landed, and you may disembark at your pleasure," Katrina announced.

"Damn, didn't even feel it; she's good," Claire muttered, a little surprised.

"Well, let's go," Chase said and led the way down the hall to the exit. Going down the ramp, he stopped at the bottom, then starting with Claire, Chase introduced her, followed by his cousins, then Keene, Jill, Hank, and Lacey.

"You're all very welcome to be here," Persephone said after he'd finished. "Now, as Emperor Chase's guests, you're also welcome to come inside, to observe as Emperor Chase introduces Scott and Michael to me."

"Thank you," everyone said and surprised Chase by bowing. He then led them off the ramp and into the large hall.

"Reminds me of a cathedral," Fredrick observed as he looked around.

"The building's design was based on a very old French cathedral, which no longer exists," Persephone replied.

"French?"

"France was originally a country down on the Earth below. Sadly, it, too, no longer exists."

Fredrick just nodded and didn't say anything further.

"So, I'll need both of you, Michael and Scott, to sit in one of the two lower seats and connect. Scott, I won't activate your interface, as you're still too young, but I won't need to for this. Michael, as yours is already active, there will be a short bit of instruction, but that'll be over quickly."

"Okay," Michael said, and Scott just nodded.

Chase watched as they both took one of the chairs and sat down. Michael was able to pull the halo unit down, but Scott needed to be helped, as he was still fairly young.

After a minute, Persephone spoke as both boys pushed the halo units up.

"Michael Morgan and Scott Morgan, both sons of Benjamin McReyy Morgan, have been identified and welcomed into House Morgan."

"Thank you, Persephone."

"Empress Claire, would you be so kind as to take a seat?"

"I don't have an imperial interface, Persephone."

"I know; for this, that's not a requirement. I do, however, want to meet you and make sure you're recognized as the empress by all my AIs and other systems."

"Oh!"

Going over and sitting, Claire grabbed the halo gear and pulled it down. After a minute, she, too, pushed it back up.

"Empress Claire Geniene Morgan has been recognized," Persephone announced next.

"Thanks again, Persephone," Chase said with a smile and hugged Claire.

"Now, Emperor Chase, I understand you desire to bury the remains of one of your officers, who was instrumental in saving your life, on Earth, in one of your family's cemeteries?"

"That's correct."

"I'll send the coordinates to your pilot; I've chosen a suitable spot and have equipment preparing the grave. I would also like to offer Lieutenant Commander Jill Keene, of House Wisand, the opportunity to be examined for a military interface, if she so wishes, as I have the facilities here to perform that implantation."

"I'd forgotten you can do that," Chase said and turned to Jill, who looked surprised.

"Interested?" he asked her.

"Actually, yes, I am," Jill said. "What do I have to do?"

"Just follow the glowing path on the floor; it will lead you to the medical suite. Count Wisand, you may accompany your wife, if you wish?"

"Yes, I will. How long will this take?"

"If Jill is an acceptable candidate, it should all be complete by the time Emperor Chase returns from burying Commander Jericho Rhodes."

"Thank you," Keene said as he and Jill headed to a door around the back of the dais the throne was on.

"I wonder if we have anyone else who needs to be implanted?" Chase asked.

"I've been in communication with Fleet Captain Witner. He's sent me a list of candidates. I have a ship heading out to Wolfhound Base with the necessary equipment to perform the procedure."

"Thanks again, Persephone," Chase said.

"Yes, well," Persephone replied with what sounded like the hint of a chuckle, "it's not often I get to hear my emperor thanking me over and over."

"Well, is there anything else your emperor can do for you, Persephone, before we head down to the planet below?"

"Emperor Chase, you've done by far enough already, by putting House Morgan back on the throne. We'll have the opportunity to speak of other things, later, I'm sure."

Chase nodded. "In that case, we'll be going. Come, everyone, we've got a burial to attend to."

With that, Chase led them back to the yacht—minus Keene and Jill, of course.

As they all got seated in the lounge once again, and Katrina announced takeoff, Chase spoke up.

"Viola, could you please display the outside view on the screens in the lounge, please?"

"Of course, Chase."

Chase had to admit to being curious about the planet below, which had birthed the human race, according to everything he'd learned over the last year. What he saw was a lot of clouds over blue oceans, as well as greens and browns. It reminded him of several of the more temperate planets they'd visited.

"I thought the planet had been strip-mined?" Claire asked as they got closer.

"Sections of the Earth were. Over the last millennia, a lot of that damage has been repaired or mitigated, since the majority of the mining has been moved off planet."

"How'd Persephone manage that?"

"A large percentage of the Earth's surface is covered by automated factories and facilities of one kind or another. Many were moved to the areas that had been mined; the roofs of the buildings were then covered with soil and local flora. One of the first emperors, Jonas Cord Morgan, tasked Persephone to do what she could over the centuries to rehabilitate the planet's ecosystem."

"What about animals?" Chase asked.

"Most of the native fauna have either made a comeback or been reintroduced," Viola continued. "However, there are no humans or other primates on Earth at this time. You will in fact be the first humans to set foot on the planet in over five hundred years."

Chase watched the screens as they got closer to the planet. It became obvious that there were a large number of factories and plants working down below, because of all the transports moving down well-ordered tramways on the surface. There were even waterways they passed over, and large cargo aircraft of some sort he could see off in the distance.

"Looks too ordered," he said as they headed off to what looked like a very green area.

"Well, it was all built by an AI to be efficient," Claire countered, "but that spot we're heading towards, that doesn't look like the rest."

"The cemetery we are heading to," Viola volunteered, "is the old Morgan family's. This is where the House founders, from before the 'Rise of the Controllers' war, lived. The cemetery was for family members and retainers. As time went on, a number of those who'd performed a great service to the house were also allowed to be buried there."

"Is this the only cemetery left on the planet?" Hank asked.

"No, there are a large number of them, including some that were once famous, and have been maintained as well. When taken as a whole, they occupy a very small percentage of the planetary landmass, so it was decided to leave them intact."

"Oh? Who decided that?"

"The records are not clear on that; it predates Persephone's creation, which came some time after the Suppression War, when it was decided to create an AI to watch over the Tomb. Prior to that, Morgan family members lived either in the orbital you just visited, or in the family estate below."

Chase noticed they were indeed coming to a large estate, with several large buildings on it, some of which were obviously living quarters. They slowed then, and Katrina maneuvered them to a landing area beside a large graveyard.

"How may emperors are buried here?" Claire asked, looking at the displays.

"Most of them," Viola replied. "A great many ask to have their bodies buried on Earth. If you should ever discover the whereabouts of Emperor Charles' remains, or that of any of his children, it would be appreciated if you could send them here."

"I'll keep that in mind," Chase said as Katrina announced their landing.

It took a while to get changed and get everything in order. The coffin containing Jericho's body was loaded on a small electric cart, which they guided out to where a gravesite had been prepared. Chase had never in his life been to a funeral on a planet before.

He had stood with Captain Witner all those times when they'd committed the remains—when they had them—of those who'd died in combat to space. He'd also been to a lot of memorial services for those for which no remains existed. As he thought about it, this really shouldn't be any different.

As they stopped by the graveside, Chase put his hand on the coffin.

"We're here today to lay the body of Commander Jericho Rhodes to rest. I only knew him for a short while—a very short while—but in that time, he impressed me greatly. He was decisive—quick to make decisions, good decisions, smart and well-informed ones. He didn't hesitate, and he served me, his emperor, with the utmost dedication that any man can serve another, by giving his life for me. By trading his life, his future, all that he was and ever would be, for mine.

"That's a significant sacrifice for a man to make for someone he'd never met, never known, and knew very little about, even if that man was a prince destined to become his emperor.

"Last night, I was able to do some research and learn a few things about Commander Rhodes. I learned that he saved several intelligence agents from execution shortly after the coup. I learned that he managed to build a network of other veterans who were still loyal to the empire. I learned that he believed he'd failed my grandfather, when he was an ensign, and my grandfather and the empire were betrayed by his superior, a rear admiral.

"Now, I don't believe Commander Rhodes—Jericho—failed my grandfather then. He was put in a bad position by a bad man, and he handled it to the best of his abilities, in a way that started the very chain of events that led to me being here and becoming the emperor. How any ensign could feel those actions were a failure is beyond me.

"I also know that he put himself in harm's way, once again, when he discovered the Wolfhounds were back and working to retake the empire. Then, when I was captured, he was one of the two people who led the charge, who did everything a man could do, and then some, to save me.

"I owe him for that. I'll always owe him for that. Commander Rhodes believed so strongly in the empire he swore to serve, the emperor he swore to serve, and in me, a prince with a storied past, that he gave his life willingly because he believed I would set everything right again.

"His last words to me were to inquire if we were safe—if I was safe. When he learned that we were—that I was—he died with a smile on his face. He'd accomplished his mission; he had, he felt, redeemed himself. But from all I've read, and all I've learned, Jericho Rhodes' life was a constant act of redemption. Redemption and bravery. He served his empire well, and he served House Morgan both well and bravely.

"I only wish I could do something more for him. He honored me with his sacrifice, and I'll spend my life trying to live up to that honor. Lord, we commit Commander Jericho Rhodes into your keeping; he was a good man, an honorable man, and a brave man. We are better for his having been in our lives, and we are all diminished by his passing. Amen."

"Amen," everyone echoed.

Chase sighed and shook his head. If only, if only, if only.

The robot tender picked up the coffin, carefully set it over the grave, and lowered it to the bottom. Somewhere off in the distance, "Taps" started to play, and Chase just stood there and watched as the machine that must have dug the hole filled it back in. Blinking back tears, he didn't bother trying to read any of the headstones around him, but walked quietly back to the ship.

It was only then he noticed the crew had accompanied them to the gravesite.

"Orders, sir?" Katrina asked.

"Back to the Tomb to pick up Jill and Keene. Once we have them aboard, I'd like to go back home to Wolfhound Base."

"Of course, sir." Katrina stopped a moment, looked at Claire, then stepped up and hugged him. "I'm sorry, Chase. I'm sorry you lost him."

Letting him go, she walked off ahead as Claire took his arm. "What do you say to killing a bottle or two of whatever alcohol they put aboard for us?"

"I'd say yes." Chase sighed.

#

"Ken?" Chase said, coming into Witner's office.

"Yes, Chase?"

"I want you to be up there on the reviewing stand with me today, when I'm handing out all those medals and promotions."

"That's an interesting request, Chase."

"I know, but honestly? These are all your people, too, Ken; they've all served you and made you proud. I think it's only fair you should be up there with me, not only to share in giving out the rewards they've earned, but to show them all it's not just their emperor who's proud of them, but that you, who've been here since the beginning, are proud as well. That they've earned your approval."

"Worried about being too new?" Witner said, surprising Chase with his insight.

"That's part of it," Chase agreed, "but I think they've all earned your recognition as well as mine. Everyone knows I look to you for guidance, I think highly of you, this is very much your command, and I've made it clear that you're the one in charge of Wolfhound Base, as well as all the battle groups berthed here."

Witner thought about it a moment and nodded. "I see your point. I also think you're right. It'll mean a lot to them, having both of us doing this, and with you putting me in charge of all your forces, it reinforces my position to everyone before we split off Foxhound Base."

"Great! See you there in an hour!"

"Thanks for this, Chase. I have to admit, I enjoy rewarding my people."

"So, did he agree?" Claire asked later as Chase was getting into his emperor's uniform.

"Yup."

"I have to admit, I'm looking forward to seeing his face when you spring it on him."

"This from the woman who punched him a few days ago?"

"Eh, that's the past. He's earned this just as much, if not more, than that."

"Well, let's get a move on; I don't want to be late. This is going to take quite a while as it is."

"Yes, we do have a lot of people to go through."

Going down to the hangar where they were presenting the awards was a quick trip; it was the same one he and Claire had been married in, and a lot of the seats from the earlier event were still there. The people here today would be those getting medals, those getting promotions, their superior officers and chiefs, and those who were off-duty and wished to attend.

The entire ceremony would be broadcast throughout the station, so every crew member could watch, and so they wouldn't overtax the environmental systems yet again.

Once everyone had gotten settled, the room was called to attention, and Chase walked out with Fleet Captain Witner, Claire, and the rest of the command staff. Chase and Witner walked up to the podium, and Chase smiled at everyone.

"As you were," he said, followed by, "Please be seated."

After they sat, he stepped to the side and let Witner address them.

"The emperor and I will be handing out all the awards as well as the promotions today. That's how proud both of us are at how well all of you have performed this last year. We'll start with the posthumous awards, then we'll move on to those of you gathered here today. When you hear your name called, please come up to the reviewing stand, then return to your seat.

"Now, let's begin. Emperor?"

Chase came back up to the podium' There was a list there of all the posthumous awards, and it was a long one. Taking a deep breath, he started with Jericho Rhodes, who received the Imperial Medal of Honor, as well as a promotion to commander. That was a hard one for him to get out, but after that, he was able to move down the list a little easier, though he paused a couple of times when he recognized the name of several of the Marines who'd also died while rescuing him.

Then came the medals and promotions for those who were still alive, and of course they started with the crew of the Pooka.

"Lieutenant Commander Combs, please come forward," Witner called out.

Hank stood, marched up to the stand, and up the stairs, then stopped in front of Chase and Witner, came to attention, and saluted.

Chase and Witner both returned it.

"In recognition of your actions in both the rescue of our emperor, as well as the sensitive intelligence activities you and your crew took part in during your time on Cor Imperii, you are hereby awarded the Navy Cross, and your temporary rank of lieutenant commander is made permanent," Captain Witner said as Chase stepped forward and pinned the medal on Hank's uniform. They saluted again, shook hands, and handed him the case with the documents.

As Hank turned and marched back to his seat, Witner called the next person on the list.

Chase had been worried that he'd get tired as the ceremony went on; there were a fair number of medals being awarded. Some were being awarded to the surviving members of the two destroyers who could not be present. Some where being presented to those still missing in action, and it was hoped were either prisoners of war, or still alive. But most were going to the people in the hangar. The same was true for the promotions. With the upcoming division of the crew, a lot of people needed to be moved up into new positions, and all of them had earned the job.

But everyone was so happy, so excited, he didn't feel tired at all, and the look of pure pleasure on Witner's face made it clear he was enjoying this, as well.

When they got to the end of the list, Chase raised his hand before Witner could close out the ceremony.

"One last thing before you're all dismissed," Chase said. "All rise, please!"

Everyone snapped to, and Chase turned, smiling at Captain Witner who, along with everyone else, was now standing straight.

"Fleet Captain Witner, in honor of your many years of service, your years of command here at Wolfhound Base, your service to the Empire, your service to my grandfather, Charles Augustus Tyrell Morgan, your service to me, Emperor Chase Collisward Morgan, and in recognition of all you've done during these current hostilities, and will no doubt continue to do, I hereby promote you to admiral.

"Claire, if you would assist me?" Chase said, and Claire came over as Chase unpinned Witner's fleet captain boards, and then replaced them with admiral boards.

Stepping back, Chase smiled, saluted, and then shook hands.

"Wolfhound Base, I present to you Admiral Witner! The head of all Imperial forces and commander of Wolfhound Base!"

The cheer that came from the crowd was truly an impressive one.

"Dismissed!"


The Viola Collisward

Foxhound Base

Chase walked down the ramp as the loudspeakers in the hangar called out, "Solarian Empire, arriving!" Waiting at the base of the ramp was Captain Stannish and his command team, several of whom had come with him from the 1st Battle Group aboard the Wolfhounds.

"Welcome aboard, Emperor Chase, Empress Clair," Stannish said, saluting.

Smiling, they both returned his salute, then shook hands.

"Pleasure to be here, Jim. Now, how about we go make it official?"

"We've got the crew assembled in the other hangar that's not yet occupied; it's a short tram ride."

"Lead on, then," Chase said with a wave of his hand.

One of Stannish's senior officers led the way as the rest of them followed. Chase knew where it was; it really wasn't that different from the other base, and he'd already been here once before.

"So, any unexpected problems?" Chase asked.

Stannish chuckled. "I don't know if I'd say they were exactly unexpected. There's always stuff you didn't think about or consider when starting up a new command. Then there's bringing an entirely new crew aboard, as well. So you expect a lot of unexpected things to crop up, but nothing we haven't been able to handle."

"Good, good. We're still hoping to be able to get you underway in about a week."

"Looking forward to it, Your Majesty. This is without a doubt the opportunity of a lifetime. Thank you for this, sir."

"You earned it, Jim, you really did, and everyone knows it, too."

They boarded the tram, and it was only about a minute until they arrived at their destination. Walking down the hallway, Chase looked it over, more out of habit than anything else. It wasn't as pristine as it had been when he'd flown to the base a few weeks ago. Now there were scuff marks from equipment on the floor, and it was starting to look functional. It made him smile.

"Attention on deck!" boomed out as they walked out into the hangar, and Chase followed them up onto the presentation stand. There were a couple rows of seats, and Chase walked up to the microphone as the others lined up in front of the seats. The one next to Claire was the only one with nobody in front of it, of course.

"Room! Parade rest!" Chase called out, then smiled as they all snapped to.

"As you all know, I'm here today to activate Foxhound Base, officially, which will serve as your new home and assignment. I know, because I've met many of you and seen the work all of you are capable of doing, Foxhound Base will run smartly and well. All of you are up for—more than up for—the privilege of returning this base to service, this base that's served honorably and victoriously for many hundreds of years in the past.

"Standing here and looking out at all of you, I have to admit to feeling proud. Proud of all of you. Proud of what you're going to get to do. Proud that we have this opportunity to bring this base back into service. Proud that it'll be a key part in our ongoing war against the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria, our stolen home.

"Now, there have been some questions regarding why I chose to rename this base Foxhound Base. It's simple, really; because this base is smaller than Wolfhound Base, and doesn't pack the brute strength it possesses, for all that it still packs quite a hefty punch, I expect you, and the command of Foxhound Base, to use finesse. I expect you to outwit, outsmart, outmaneuver, and outfight our enemies. That's why I'm putting the most experienced battle group commander I have in charge. Captain Stannish and his team have demonstrated, time and time again, that they know how to bring our enemy to his knees, as have all of you. Please, stand at ease."

Chase turned to the side. "Captain Stannish, front and center."

Stannish marched up to Chase and saluted. Chase returned it and smiled. At the same time, Chase's new aide came over and stood off to the side and slightly behind him. They were carrying a number of document cases.

"Captain James Stannish, by my order, you are now promoted to fleet captain."

Chase reached into his pocked, pulled out a pair of insignia, then he and Claire removed the old insignia, and pinned on the new ones. Stannish appeared surprised. It's not every day you get your new rank pinned on by the emperor. But Chase wanted Stannish to know how much faith he was putting in him.

Stepping back, Chase took the document his aide handed him, saluted him, and passed him the document as Stannish returned the salute. Then he shook hands with him.

"Congratulations, Fleet Captain Stannish!"

There was a brief round of applause by the gathered sailors and Marines. Chase smiled, and after a moment, he raised his hand, and they quieted.

"Next, Fleet Captain Stannish, I hereby appoint you the commander of Foxhound Base and return it to service. I have every confidence that you'll serve the empire well during your time here. Nike, please log Fleet Captain James Stannish as the commanding officer of Foxhound Base, as of this moment, with all ranks, ratings, access, and privileges that come with the position."

"As of sixteen-hundred hours and twelve minutes, on the tenth day of the seventh month, in the twenty-eighth hundredth and thirty-second year of the Solarian Empire, Fleet Captain Stannish has been logged as the commander of Foxhound Base, and Foxhound Base has been noted as returned to active duty for the Solarian Empire, by order of Emperor Chase Collisward Morgan."

This time a cheer went up as Chase passed the official orders granting Stannish command. Stannish saluted Chase, and Chase returned it.

"Fleet Captain, you may address your new command," Chase said, motioning towards the microphone, and then moving back to stand next to Claire as his aide moved off to the side and out of the way.

"It gives me great pleasure to stand here before all of you today," Stannish started off. Chase listened with half an ear as he looked out at the assembled mass of sailors and Marines. They looked happy to be here, and they were listening to what their new CO had to say. Chase noticed Stannish cut right to the heart of the matter, told them what he expected from them, made them aware he knew they were shorthanded, asked them to do their best, and reminded all of them they were here because they were the best.

He kept it short, not running more than a couple of minutes.

That done, he called up his command staff, introduced each of them, and told everyone what their responsibilities were.

"Last of all, I just want to remind you that this base has a very long and storied history in our empire. We've been given a huge honor, to have been picked to take place in its reactivation. All of us are about to join a long and very famous list of sailors with our assignment here today. So let's be sure to do our forbearers proud!

"Attention!"

Everyone snapped to.

"Dismissed!"

This time, Chase noticed, the cheering went on for quite a bit longer.

"So what happens now?" Chase asked Claire as the cheering died down.

"We all get drunk and have one hell of a party!" she replied, grinning at him.

"I had a feeling you'd say that. Oh, I thought we'd spend the night here, in our quarters."

"Did anyone replace the cushions and the beds up there?"

"Yes, I had it taken care of. I thought it would be a nice gesture to spend the night."

Claire nodded. "I'm sure it won't be the last time, either."

"If we end up having to deal with incursions from some of the other governments outside the empire, I suspect you'll be right," Chase agreed.

#

Chase was sitting in what was now his study, as well as functionally his office, up on the imperial quarters deck back on Wolfhound Base, and thinking. They were underway to Pasha, and would be there in a week, having left the Tomb, and as he now knew it, the Solar System, several days ago. Foxhound Base, with her newly christened Foxhounds, would be showing up at the Okla system about the time the Wolfhounds would be showing up at Pasha.

Pasha was a well-developed world. It had a population in the billions, and a lot of industry, as well as some farming. Pasha was one of the planets that had depended on the farming surpluses of Cor Imperii, as well as from several other systems. If people thought there were food problems now, just wait until he'd started taking over the older planets and inner systems, as some folks liked to call it.

"Let me make sure I understand, Your Highness," Lieutenant Alice Smith, one of Jill's experts on Agriculture, asked while looking down at her notes. He'd been discussing some aspects of the problem with her for several minutes now. "You want to know who all the net producers and net consumers of foodstuffs are in the Empire."

"Exactly. I need to know who can feed themselves, who can't, and who's feeding others. I also need to know who has the capability, or the capacity, to produce more than they are currently. If possible, I'd also like an estimate of how long it'd take to bring those that have lost production capacity over the last decade back up to where they once were. Oh, and what it would cost us in materials, resources, and personnel."

"That's… that's a lot to… ummm… do, Your Majesty."

"You were going to say 'ask', weren't you?" Chase replied with a chuckle.

"Ummm…"

Chase waved a hand. "Don't worry about it. I'm not into gotchas or any of those kinds of games. We all know Cor Imperii is dealing with food shortages. We've known that for a year, and we did send a bunch of people off to Glaucus to help fix their situation. When we're back on System FTL Radio, I need you to find out how Glaucus is doing, and what their projections are, because we're going to need it. I also want you to talk to Governor Mahanna on Corsica and find out if he'd be willing to switch a portion of his planet over to agriculture, and what that would take. Don't be afraid to offer perks, or at least find out what kinds of perks they're looking for, to do it. Also check in with Muskogee—I forget the governor's name there—and see what, if anything, they can do to expand their production."

Chase looked thoughtful for a moment. "And on top of all of that, we're hoping to go to Ceres after Pasha, and yes, that's a secret, don't share it with anyone beyond Commander Hartland… wait, that's Wisand now, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir, it's Wisand. She changed it."

"Well, Jill knows, and she's your boss. But Ceres is a major exporter of food. You'll need to check on that, too."

"And what do I tell people if they should ask?"

"Tell them we're looking into expanding our markets after we've got things settled down. We're looking to make sure our producers aren't being ignored or… what's that word? Given short shrift. We want to make sure they're getting what they're owed. I'm sure after ten years of that idiot Neill and his ham-fisted friends, there's a lot of farmers, ranchers, fishermen, whatever, who've gotten screwed. I need to fix that.

"But I also need to figure out how to fix the food shortages as quickly as possible; just don't tell anybody that. Well, nobody other than Jill, of course."

"Umm, why not, Your Majesty?"

"Sir is fine. I don't want anyone thinking about how they're going to profit from this. I also don't want anyone thinking they can engage in any shenanigans."

"That part I can understand, sir," Alice said with a nod and a sigh.

"Great, after we're done with Pasha, set up a briefing for me and the rest of the command team. I'll want another one each time we finish with a planet, or whenever something comes up that you think is important."

"Yes, sir."

"Jill knows this is important, so if you need any extra resources, talk to her. Dismissed."

Alice jumped to her feet and saluted. "I'll do my best, Your Majesty."

Chase smiled and saluted back. "I know you will." Then he watched as she quickly left the room. There was a tapping on the doorframe a moment later, and looking up, he saw it was Fredrick.

"Hey, Fred, what's up?"

"Umm, I wanted to ask, what's the plan for Michael and Scott? As well as my cousin Katerwyn."

"Ah. Well, I'd like to keep everybody here, aboard the base, until we've won this."

"Good, good. I wanted to be sure that was your plan."

"Honestly, I'd have thought you'd want to go back home."

Fredrick shook his head. "This is by far the safest place for them. With word of their existence having gotten out, well, going back home, they'd be targets."

Chase nodded. "My thoughts are pretty much the same on that."

"Second point, I've been talking to Katerwyn, and when we get to the next stop, we've got a list of household folks we think would be able to take over the duties here on the imperial decks. Most of your guards have met them, so they're known. I just don't know how to move them from there to here."

Chase thought about that a moment. "Artemis?"

"Yes, Chase?"

"If we were to order them to board one of the ships at Magni and head to Ceres, would they get there while we were still there?"

"There's a better than seventy percent probability they will, based on the estimates of how long it will take to pacify Pasha."

"Fine, work with Fredrick here on getting it done. Make sure Admiral Witner is informed and any concerns he might have are addressed."

"Of course, Chase."

"Thanks, Chase," Fredrick said with a duck of his head.

Chase smiled and nodded as Fredrick left.

"Art, please tell Claire I'm on my way for today's training exercise."

"I've let her know."

Getting up, Chase checked that he had what he needed and headed off to the mech simulator bay. He could link into the others from up there for practice sessions. Normally, he'd go down to the main training deck and do it there, but he'd had a slew of meetings to deal with this morning.

Some days, being an emperor actually required him to do work, and not the fun kind, either. He'd also been learning that there were times he really needed to be specific, as well as to remind people that their concerns were important to him. People were a lot more willing to disagree with Prince Chase than they were Emperor Chase.

Climbing into the mech simulator, Chase engaged the halo unit and closed his eyes. For someone with an interface, simulators were a lot less involved than for those without, though there was still a fair bit of equipment.

"Checking in," Chase called over the simulator's comms as everything powered up.

"Ah, good," Claire said. "Now, let's get started. Hopefully my husband didn't instill any bad habits in you," Claire joked.

"So what's today's mission?" Chase asked. "I didn't have a chance to read the brief."

"All three wings are going to practice the assault landing on Pasha," Claire replied. "The carrier crews will be in on this, as well, but the battle groups supporting us will be a simulation, as they're still training on the initial phases of the attack."

"Got it."

They were back to only three wings of mechs, as all the other mechs and pilots they'd acquired had moved over to Foxhound Base back at the Tomb. They'd sent them enough to build out one short wing and part of a second. From the secure communications they'd engaged in while at the Tomb, they knew the fleet out at Okla had enough pilots to flesh out that second wing and bring the first wing up to a full one. They'd also be able to build out four full battle groups, while leaving enough ships behind to defend the system against any outside incursions.

Chase figured he was going to need to put a fleet base in there, once all was said and done. That part of the empire had gotten nothing but neglect from the moment Neill had taken power, and he was worried others had probably taken note of it by now.

He returned his attention to the task at hand. The mission started with the Dire Wolves and the Timber Wolves launching from the Astra and flying down to the planet while under heavy fire, with the plan being to launch before the battle in space was fully concluded. This was done in order to gain some element of surprise and split the ground defenders between supporting the DPRS ships in orbit and protecting from the ground assault.

The Juggernauts, the Marine mech squadron, would be attacking the two military orbitals. The other six orbitals, and the two habitats, would be secured by Marine boarding teams, as they were non-military sites that were either commerce or industrial to some extent.

Chase breezed over the operational orders and the general plan as they approached the ground, splitting his attention. He was back to flying off Claire's right, as her wingman, as they divvied up into two-man teams.

The entire wing came down as a unit, however, and they immediately cleared a beachhead at the military installation that had been marked as their start point. Once they'd cleared it, they all moved out in two-man elements, creating an ever-widening circle.

It got busy after that. No one knew for sure what they'd be facing on the ground, as all their intelligence was over a decade out of date. So for the purposes of training, the wing commanders had decided to ramp the exercise up to a much higher level of resistance than expected, which made the fighting tough, and the maps they had were constantly changing as the intelligence was updated, with new targets appearing constantly, or being moved to a new location.

It was complete and utter chaos, and Chase had to admit he was really enjoying it. It was nice to be able to just let go for a while.

"Simulation, stop!" Dave, the commander in charge of the Dire Wolves, and the senior of the two wing commanders, called out, and everything froze.

"Squadron commanders! Take a look at your formations and where your people are. Take five, and talk to your people, then we're going to start over from just after landing."

Chase heard all the commanders acknowledge as he looked over the locations of all the Dire Wolves.

"Damn, we're fragmenting," he told Claire over their private comm.

"We're not the only one."

"I noticed."

"Flight leads," Claire said over squadron comms, "keep your people closer in; I don't want to see any bolters, got it? It doesn't matter whether it's a trap to sucker you in, or you just hit a weak spot. This has got to be by the numbers, or we're gonna lose people. Understood?"

"Yes, Blue Jay!" came the responses.

"I'm getting task saturated myself. So as we break out of the LZ, I'll be calling out anybody getting too far out for Flights 2 and 3, Chase will be calling them for 4 and 5. If you see what you think is a weak spot, flag it for us, and we'll figure out how to deal with it if we need to. But we gotta maintain order on our section of the perimeter as we expand it out. Okay?"

"Aye-aye, Blue Jay!" everyone responded.

"Great, take your positions. Dave's about to call for a restart!"

Chase paid a lot more attention to the entire squadron this time through, though mainly to 4th and 5th Flights. Everyone was a lot more mindful this time through, and the number of casualties they took was less as a result. Chase even paid a little attention to how spread out the entire wing was, and what calls Dave was making to the squadron leaders. Things went better this time. After a half-hour, Dave called for another halt.

"Okay everyone, five-minute breather, and then we're going to do it again. We're all tired now, and we're more likely to screw up. So squadron leaders, keep an eye on vitals, be ready to sit people down for short breaks, and shift your lines accordingly!"

As soon as Dave was done, Claire came on the squadron comm.

"You all heard him. I'll do what I can, but if you feel yourself flagging, sing out! Once we start stringing out, don't be in a rush! If we have to slow down, unless I start yelling at you, don't worry about it! Understood?"

There was a chorus of "Aye-ayes!" and Chase took the time to take a drink.

Five minutes later, they were back at it. And this time, Chase was having to make the occasional comment to a flight leader or Claire. People were getting tired, they'd been at this for several hours now, and because it'd been the same each time, folks were getting a little sloppy. Chase knew if he was the one running this exercise, he'd be planning a huge counter-offensive and ambush this time around, just to mess with everyone, and said as much to Claire.

"Yup, that's about Dave's speed. The only question is, when?"

"When" turned out to be an hour later, as Dave continued to stretch them out, pushing everyone into undiscovered country. People were being rotated out, one per flight at a time, to rest and cover the rear.

The counter-offensive came against 4th Squadron, and as 3rd and 5th jockeyed to support, a second offensive hit 2nd Squadron, which was Claire's, on the right flank where 3rd had been drawn off to support 4th.

Claire moved 1st and 4th Flight over to support 5th Flight, while calling for 1st Squadron, which was Dave's, to fill in the gaps she was making by thinning out her lines.

"Joker flight! Form up on Mongrel! Fang Flight! Form up on me! The rest of Talon Flight, string out behind us, watch for any flankers on the left, and shore up any gaps!" Claire ordered as they bounded over and deployed to guard 3rd Squadron's flank.

"Mongrel! Take Joker Flight around the back of 3rd's collapsing left flank and stop that thrust!"

"On it, Blue Jay!" Chase said, using his faster Imperial mech to move ahead of the rest of the flight to catch up with Joker Flight, as Claire did the same with hers to catch up with Fang.

3rd Squadron was in a fighting retreat when Chase got behind their flank so they could stop retreating and take a stand. Things by 4th Squadron were a complete mess, as 4th and 5th worked on sorting it out and finding ground they could hold. Several flights from the other squadrons were detached and sent up to bolster the numbers.

By the time they'd gotten the counterattack under control, what had once been a circle of secured ground around the LZ looked like a cookie someone had taken a bite out of. As they moved to reclaim lost ground and take on the new attackers, Dave called a halt to the sim.

"Okay, everyone! Good show today! Nobody lost their heads, and you didn't fall into my blatantly obvious trap. Tomorrow’s, however, won't be so nice! Squadron commanders, take charge of your people, and meet back here tomorrow at ten hundred!"

There were numerous affirmatives, and Chase was more than happy to get out of the simulator and find a shower. Just like a real mech, it got quite hot and sweaty inside a sim.

He was just getting out of the shower when Claire caught up with him and decided a little fun before dinner might be a good idea.

"So, what's got Dave so worried?" Chase asked as they headed down to the Nobles and Officers' Mess after showering a second time.

"We haven't seen any real serious combat since the Okla System. Pasha's a pretty heavily-settled world, and the DPRS has a large presence there, so he's expecting a fight."

"Do we know how the population feels about their government?"

"No, not really. Course that doesn't matter; we're still taking it."

"There's that," Chase agreed. "I just don't want to get shot again is all. Shit hurts!"

Claire nodded in agreement. "I'm sure it does, but I think we're past the point of having to sell our legitimacy. Everyone saw you claim the throne at the Tomb and heard it when the Tomb declared you emperor. They know, sooner or later, you're taking over."

"I just wonder how big a mess we'll find there. This isn't going to be easy."

"Nope, but that's why we've got you, to figure it all out and clean it all up!" Claire teased.

Going into the mess, Claire steered them over to a table that was still mostly open.

"Celia! Good to see you!" Claire said as Chase pulled out her chair and seated her, then sat himself. Celia Blackledge was the former Duchess Coyet, whom Chase had reported as having killed herself over the things she'd been forced to do.

Instead, he'd talked her into coming aboard and changing her name.

"Empress, Emperor," Celia said with a shy smile. Chase had to admit, she was a lovely woman.

"How are you enjoying work down in Engineering?" Chase asked as Duke Perry Reynolds drifted over and took a seat. He was Tricia's brother, but she'd decided to transfer to Foxhound Base.

"I'm actually enjoying it, Your Highness. Duchess Tandesser's training was really good."

"Pleased to hear it," Chase said as a few more people who'd just come in joined them. The stewards started serving the table then—as Chase was the emperor, his table got priority, now, when he or Claire showed up to eat.

Keene and Jill showed up and grabbed the last two seats just in time to be served with the rest.

"Jill, Keene," Chase said with a smile as Claire greeted them as well.

"Emperor Chase, Claire," they both responded. Chase often wondered how many people were jealous that some people got to call him by name, as after the initial greeting, there wouldn't be any more titles thrown their way from either Keene or Jill.

The part that made him want to laugh was that Jill still took him to task for things, if she felt he was out of line. She just did it in private now.

"So how's your day been going?" Claire asked Jill.

"Well, other than your husband tasking one of my team members with a rather large task, it's going well."

"I hope I didn't scare her," Chase said with a chuckle.

"I think it was having her come up to your office on the imperial level. You really need to take over your grandfather's office on the command level, Chase."

"I know, I know, it's just been busy. Plus, I don't want Witner giving me even more work to do."

"You know you're his boss now, right, Your Majesty?" Duke Perry asked.

Claire snorted, and Chase chuckled. "Admiral Witner is one of those people I have trouble saying 'no' to. I'm afraid if I do, my grandfather will appear out of nowhere and read me the riot act. Or worse."

"Don't go thinking Chase makes Witner's life all that easy, either," Claire said with a smirk. "However, his original appointment was by Emperor Charles, and, well, there's a certain amount of respect that comes with that. Witner knew Emperor Charles quite well, and they'd been on several campaigns together."

"Which earns him a lot of respect in my eyes," Chase said with a nod. "On top of which, I'm still learning from him, and he's still teaching me."

Duke Perry gave a slow nod. "I'd forgotten about that. It's just, you've done so well at so many things so far, Your Majesty, it's hard to remember you didn't get the same education as most imperials."

"I understand small unit tactics because I grew up using them, but when we get into fleet movements and tactics, that's where I'm not afraid to admit I need all the training I can get."

"Don't you have teams to help you develop those?" Earl Joseph Harvard, whom Chase hadn't seen in some time, asked. Chase was wondering if the good earl was looking to make a move on Celia? Personally, he hoped so. Joseph was a decent man.

"Yes, we do, but if I don't understand what they're saying, and don't know when to say 'no' to certain ideas, I'm not going to be doing my job."

"That's a fair point."

The main course came out then, and the conversation, for Chase, dwindled as he focused on eating. He noticed Earl Joseph was indeed talking with Duchess Celia. He noticed Claire was also glancing at the two, and when she looked back at him, he winked, and she smiled. Things were getting back to normal—well, as normal as they could be with him being emperor now.

But still, they were sitting in the mess together and eating dinner. Sure, they had a big battle coming up in about a week, but that was just like so many times before. Some day he'd have a palace, and he had to wonder, would be ever move into it? Or just spend most of his time living here?

It was a curious question to which he didn't have an answer.


Pasha

Wolfhound Base - Hangar Deck

Chase sat in the Squadron Room on the Astra as Wolfhound Base returned to normal space and everything populated on the display. Seeing as he didn't have anything to hide anymore, he had the full stream being displayed on the wall monitor.

As soon as the data started coming in, not just from the base's sensors, or the Navy satellites, which provided them with a secret encrypted data stream, but from the Squaller—one of their stealth boats that had been sent out a few weeks earlier to gather data—Chase saw there were a lot of differences from what they'd expected.

The two military orbitals had a half dozen destroyers docked at each of them. There were also another ten frigates patrolling the system, as well as four in a parking orbit around Pasha.

"There's a lot more ships at the orbitals," Melina Kent from 1st Flight said.

"Yeah, but there's nothing bigger than a destroyer," Archibald, the Joker Flight second, replied. "There used to be a large cruiser task force here."

"I wonder if that got promoted into 3rd Fleet? Or'd they just riff'ed it out of existence?"

"Eh, who cares? It's not here; it's not our problem."

"Launch 1st Battle Group!"

Chase didn't even feel them moving, and the command to launch the 2nd Battle Group, which left from a different hangar, came shortly after. There were a lot of ships flying around in the system. There were mining concerns and smaller habitats scattered about, but as more battle groups were launched, and people discovered what had just appeared in the system, those ships altered course to stand clear of the battle, or to return to their base.

The habitats that existed at the LaGrange points of Pasha and its moon were scrambling to try and do something to protect their people, Chase was sure. Of all the targets here, they were the least defended, if they were defended at all, because nothing was supposed to make it this far inside the borders of the empire.

Which, back when there'd been six fleets, plus Wolfhound Base, was a much safer bet than it was now—as there were only four fleets now, two of which were kept at Cor Imperii to protect Neill and his cronies. Plus, 3rd Fleet was trying to rebuild after its destruction.

The battle groups moved away from Wolfhound Base as they headed for their assigned targets. He'd agreed with Admiral Witner's decision that, rather than drop out of space outside any detection range and spend over a day driving in, they'd drop in as close as they could get. Pasha would have less time to prepare, and honestly, no one expected the forces on Pasha to be able to withstand the attack.

They were a lot more worried about the damage they might sustain if the defenders had time to get their ground forces organized.

"We've got new intel on our LZ!" Dave, the wing leader, broadcast over the dedicated Dire Wolves' channel.

Claire ordered up the new information that was being shared, and they suddenly had a very detailed image of their objective.

"Damn, that looks almost nothing like what we've been training on," somebody muttered.

"Either they moved it, or there's been some urban renewal," Claire replied.

"Guess we'll find out when we see what our objectives look like for phase two," Chase replied, looking over the image as compass headings, grid coordinates, and areas of responsibility were overlaid on it as the audio became active.

"I've just been informed that we've had our target and LZ reassigned," Dave informed them. "Apparently, there's a large military or security base that was constructed to train up new DPRS soldiers or security forces—we're not sure which at this time—and we're going to be landing in the middle of it, seeing as everything there is slated for destruction. We're also retasking to antipersonnel missions instead of the manufacturing missions that were previously expected.

"Once we've landed, we'll secure our perimeter, and hold it while the Marine ground forces come down and take over perimeter security. Once that's been completed, I'll be assigning objectives by squadron. Most of those will have changed; some of them may not."

"We're going to need to change our loadouts," Claire said, standing up and going over to the intercom. "Stores!"

"Present, ma'am!"

"Mission change. We need all the bombs in the Y-racks changed to antipersonnel. We also need to add scatterguns."

"We'll get started immediately, ma'am!"

"We'll be down to help," Claire said and looked around the room. "Let's hop to it! We need to get this done A-SAP!"

Getting up, everyone headed down to the flight deck.

"If we put scatterguns on everyone, we're not going to have any antiarmor," Chase said to Claire as they followed the squadron out.

"I'm thinking about that. We can either keep the missiles, or keep the autocannons on the Marauders."

"Cannon ammo is lighter," Chase pointed out.

"But they're heavier and eat up more power."

"Well, I'll take a railgun, and lots of ammo for it, and lots for the scattergun, too."

"I'm thinking the same," Claire admitted, "but I want at least two people per flight to have anti-armor missiles and cannon, just in case."

"Depending on how long this takes, we may end up with a lot more than that."

"I know, I know," Claire said as they stepped onto the flight deck. "Hopefully, with us helping the loaders, we can cut down on the time it takes to swap."

Three hours later, when they launched, they'd barely had time to change into their armored spacesuits. Most of the Y-racks had been changed over to antipersonnel setups, which used smaller bombs, but you could carry lots more of them. You could also pull them off the rack and throw them by hand if necessary.

Unfortunately, they'd only had scatterguns for about half the squadron. Chase had opted not to take one, as Claire had already equipped one, and they'd work as a team. Instead, he'd swapped his autocannon for an autorifle, figuring he could use it against individual human threats, and as a sniping weapon. It would pierce light armor, like infantry body armor and a fair number of infantry vehicles. It wouldn't punch through mech armor or any heavily-armored vehicles. It was, however, lighter than the autocannon, and the ammunition was a lot lighter, as well, so he could carry more of it.

Which was also a benefit, as the autorifle had a much higher cyclic rate than the autocannon.

As tradeoffs went, he would've preferred the scattergun, which typically shot a line of high-velocity pellets in a wide spread each time you pulled the trigger, or could be set to several different patterns. They were great for taking on infantry due to the spread and the ability to go through most walls and light armor at short ranges, but primarily it was a close-in weapon and didn't have the range of the autorifle.

Autocannons were more for taking on other mechs, medium to heavy armored small craft, and destroying fixed targets. Using them against regular soldiers was overkill, as they tended to turn people into a pink mist.

Several squadron members had also gone with the autorifle, but Claire had kept a full third of the squadron armed with the autocannons. Most of those had their missiles switched from anti-armor to antipersonnel types. That was why it'd taken everyone so long to get all the loadouts changed.

Chase had the mapping data called up and anti-missile systems on active as he followed Claire off the ramp into an upper atmosphere deployment, the rest of the squadron following in tight formation. The Astra and the other carriers were in the middle of a tight anti-missile formation of frigates, and they were a lot more active than Chase had expected to see them.

Taking a moment to check the overall tactical situation as they waited to drop, he saw that only a few destroyers from the orbitals had managed to launch, and all those had been quickly taken out of the fight. The Juggernauts, the Marine mech wing, were in the process of taking the two orbitals, and it looked like that battle was going to take a while. The frigates that had been patrolling were either fleeing, surrendering, or too damaged to continue the fight. Chase was honestly surprised any of them had even tried to fight; they were just too heavily outnumbered.

Turning his attention back to his own situation, as they were dropping straight down onto their objective, it was quite clear where the squadron and the rest of the wing were going, and just as clear that it was heavily defended.

Each squadron formed up into something that was a lot like the old Pikeman's Square, and for very much the same reason, only it was their suits' anti-missile systems that were in the role of the pike. While the frigates engaged in a fair bit of anti-battery fire, as they escorted the Astra and the other carriers back out, the ride down was a rough one.

As soon as they hit the dirt, they spread out into the formation they'd practiced and immediately started taking fire.

"Fire at will!" Claire ordered, and everyone returned fire. Most of it, so far, was light weapon's fire that their shields handled without much of a problem. But every so often, either a missile came their way, or a light cannon opened up.

"Flight leaders, take your elements and advance!" Claire ordered, and they spread out as they moved forward, linking up with the squadrons to either side as they expanded the landing zone for the ships that would soon be landing the Marines once they'd cleared the area.

"You'd think they'd retreat," Chase grunted as he sniped the defenders who were in fortified positions. "They don't have anything that'll take on heavy armor."

"Either they have nowhere to retreat to, or they're afraid of the consequences if they do," Claire replied as they steadily moved forward.

"You think there's people behind them not allowing them to retreat?"

"Seeing as we're slaughtering them, I don't see what else it could be," Claire replied.

"Artemis, Claire and I suspect there are forces to the rear of the ones we're engaging, keeping them from retreating," Chase sent, keeping Claire in on the communication.

"That suspicion has been reported by the wing leader, as well," Artemis confirmed.

"Can we get some indirect fire to the rear to see if we can break that up? Ask Admiral Witner if that's acceptable."

"He is considering it."

Less than a minute later, indirect fire streaked down from the ships overhead, hitting numerous positions to the rear, as the wing continued to expand their skirmish line and push back the defenders. Two minutes after that fire ceased, the defenses started to collapse as the enemy soldiers pulled back instead of trying to hold their positions. Shortly after that, they retreated en mass, and it quickly turned into a full rout.

"That's better," Claire replied over their private comms.

"Still, we killed a lot of people here, and the emperor part of me is regretting it," Chase said with a sigh, looking around.

"Attention! Dire Wolves! Finish securing the perimeter! We got the Marines landing! As soon as you've turned perimeter duties over, engage secondary objectives!" Dave said, coming over the main comms channel. Chase listened as the squadron leaders replied, then Claire got them all engaged in securing the perimeter, while several squadron members fell back to make sure they hadn't overlooked anything that might have gotten bypassed during the fighting.

"Blue Jay! We got wounded enemy soldiers back here; they're all surrendering!" one of the squadron members commed.

"Call in your positions to the Marines on channel 8; they'll send up medical. Make sure everyone's disarmed!"

"On it!"

Several more calls for wounded and prisoners came in as they cleared and locked down the perimeter. That slowed the Marines down a little, because they needed to make sure all those folks were secured and dealt with, but Chase wasn't about to complain.

Nor, apparently, was anybody else, from what he was hearing on the side channels.

When they were finally relieved, Claire gathered them up, and they flew off to their next objective, the fusion reactors that powered this portion of the continent. Half the wing would be taking over key infrastructure locations, while the other half would be supporting attacks on key military installations and targets. Chase suspected 2nd Squadron had been given an easier target because Witner was still smarting from being punched by Claire, and he'd told Claire as much when she'd complained.

"Damn, it's not even defended, Blue Jay," Joker Three called in as they swooped in and landed.

"None of the power plants are; that's why we're only assigning five of you to stay. Now, let's do a quick check on the people working here, get it locked down, and then the rest of us can be off to the next objective!"

"Aye-aye, Blue Jay," Rachel, the flight lead for Fang Flight, replied.

"And secure the loose chatter, Carl," Nate, the Joker Flight lead, added.

"Just remember, we're liberating these people," Chase put in. "We want to do as little damage and kill as few of them as we have to, because I'm the one who has to pay to fix all this when we're done."

"Umm, when you put it that way, Mongrel …" Joker Three said in an embarrassed voice.

"I do, but yeah, I get it. I'm bored, too," Chase admitted. "However, we have our job."

"And no slacking off," Claire warned. "Just because it looks easy doesn't mean it will be. Anybody hoses up and does something stupid, trust me; none of us are going to let you forget it."

"Roger that, Blue Jay," Chase heard muttered over the squadron comms by more than just the flight leads.

"Great, now let's be about it!"

The next eight hours were mostly boring as they settled down in five-man teams of half-flight size, holding onto various infrastructure points. Occasionally, there'd be a few shots fired, or a small but brief skirmish. Most of the citizenry were keeping their heads down and staying well out of the lines of fire.

But there were parts of the planet that weren't going down easily, which surprised Chase. This led to the entire wing being recalled to their carriers.

"Okay! Everyone, listen up!" Claire called as they locked their mechs into their racks.

"You got five hours! Get some food! Get some sleep! Then we'll brief in the squadron room and be out of here immediately! So show up in your armor!"

Chase unlocked his clamshell as everyone said, "Aye, aye," and climbing down, he quickly got out of the way of the techs, who immediately began reloading and rearming.

"Put the autocannon back on," he told the tech in charge, then, yawning, he followed Claire off to the mess, along with the rest of the squadron.

"So what's going on, Claire?" Melina asked as they dropped into their seats with trays of food and started eating.

"Apparently, the local DPRS bosses have been playing off old grievances and cultural divides for the last decade."

"They have those here?"

"A lot of the older planets have them," Claire grumbled. "Some things just never go away. But getting to the point, one of those groups has armor, and they have good positions, and while the fleet may have softened them up a bit, we still need to go down there, grab 'em by the neck, and haul 'em up out of their holes."

"Why not just plaster them from space?" Wilma from Hawk Flight asked.

"Because they're interspersed with the people they were keeping under control." Now it was Chase's turn to grumble as Claire started eating. "So we can't be indiscriminate."

"Well, at least it won't be boring," somebody mumbled.

"Nope. So eat up, rest up, and be ready for a very long slog."

Five hours later, they were all sitting in the Squadron Room.

"Listen up," Claire said from the front of the room—the wall behind her was displaying their target, which was a spread-out city. "We're coming in from the south; 7th Squadron will be coming in from the north. We've got a heavy cruiser, the ESS Commack, and the rest of its squadron sitting up above the city, stationary, at a hundred thousand feet. They're there for both spotting and fire missions. Go sparingly on the latter. We're trying to cut down on collateral damage."

"Where will the rest of the wing be?" Nate asked.

"There's three more cities and a half-dozen towns in the region with the same issues. Now, we're going to form a skirmish line and literally walk across the city. As trouble spots are found, we'll neutralize them. Do NOT, under any circumstances, turn any of the prisoners over to the local populace; they'll kill them. Do NOT, under any circumstances, trust any of the prisoners you take. They're to drop their weapons, be secured, and kept under guard. Anybody tries anything stupid, subdue them with prejudice.

"There are a lot of old grievances. A ship to evac prisoners will be landing behind us once we ground. They'll have armored ground vehicles to come out to you. Oh, and if for any reason you end up with prisoners from opposing sides, don't put them together.

"Understood?"

"Understood," everyone replied.

"Remember, they have armor, though they don't have any mechs. So be careful, and be sure to disable any equipment after they've surrendered it, or you've captured it. Now, mount up, everyone. This is going to be a long one!"

"Artemis, what's the story on the factions here?" Chase asked as he followed Claire off the Astra.

"Most of the original settlers of Pasha came from the same region of Earth. The region had several large cultural groups, some of which did not get along well with each other. One of the larger groups had fairly martial traditions. They trained their young men to fight and have a lot of rituals surrounding their training."

"And that's who we're up against?" Chase asked, interrupting.

"No, they were actually quite popular with the emperors, and were given a lot of privilege, and tended to be the constables and local military. A second, smaller group, which is much more militant in their behavior, but less well organized or disciplined, has always been at odds with them. The first group resisted many of the edicts of the DPRS, so the DPRS weaponized the second group against them."

"And the members of the second group took ruthless advantage of their new powers?"

"Sadly, yes, because they were less disciplined. Now they all know they're going to be paying for that, so they're quite willing to die trying to hold onto their power, lest they end up knifed by the members of the other group."

"Knifed?"

"Knives are an important sign of your status as well as maturity in that culture."

"I like them already," Chase replied with a chuckle.

"Yes, they really were popular with the previous emperors, and many of them often found their way into the Imperial Guard."

Chase made a note to remember that.

They came in low over the horizon to present less of a target. Claire was leading the squadron, and Chase was flying as her wingman.

"Odd flights, fan out to the left; even, take the right," Claire called out as she slowed down, and everyone moved out of trail formation.

"Weapons live, targets as you see them. Everybody ground, and let's see what we're up against! Keep overwatch on a live channel!"

Chase drew his autocannon and turned all his radar and lidar targeting systems to passive as they moved down the streets of the city. The buildings here on the outskirts were only a few stories high, which wasn't much of a problem for an Imperial mech. Chase could see over many of them. On the other hand, all the buildings were small, so each square city block held numerous buildings, which meant numerous places to hide, as well.

He could see up ahead, where the city proper began, the buildings quickly got much taller, as well as having a larger footprint, so there were fewer structures in each city block, which would hopefully translate into fewer places for bad guys to hide.

"Blue Jay! You have a tank formation, five tanks at four hundred yards on your one o'clock!"

"Talons Three and Four, flank us," Claire replied, and bringing their weapons up, Claire led the charge, and the fight was on.

Ground armor tended to have heavier shields and thicker physical armor than most mechs, because they didn't have to fly, making weight less of an issue. Of course, that meant they weren't as maneuverable, which made it harder for them to protect their weak points when engaged by a highly mobile adversary, like mechs.

Claire and Chase launched up and over the tanks as they came into sight, firing continuously at them, while Lemuel and Willis split to the sides, moving in and out of the cover the buildings provided as they also fired.

It was a brief skirmish, thirty seconds, max, Chase figured. But they'd had the element of surprise, and three of the tanks were now burning hulks, and the other two were being abandoned by their crews, as they were no longer mobile.

"They know we're here!" Claire reminded everyone as the smoke from the burning tanks rose into the air.

The reports on two more ground positions came in as the entire squadron advanced into the city.

"Zorro! Slow down, or you're going to leave Fang's ass hanging out!" Claire called out.

"We got contact with small arms fire and some handhelds!" Alexia, Zorro's lead, called back.

"Zorro one, you have incoming!" Overwatch called out.

"Shit! Zorros, scatter and ground! Commack! Counter-battery fire!" Alexia broadcast.

"Commack fire control, on the way!"

"Let's hope it gets there before they move," Claire grumbled. "Talons, spread out. They've obviously got a lot of zones dialed in, no grouping up!"

The rest of the flight acknowledged, and Chase could see on his tracking monitors that the rest of the squadron was spreading, out as well. He saw some damage reports coming in from 3rd Flight, the Zorros, but no casualties—yet.

"Squadron, slow walk!" Claire called next as the buildings got larger, which cut down on visual range, and would cause any active targeting radar to throw echoes and other garbage. "Don't get lured in by anything, let's see what the guys upstairs can find for us, and watch out for traps!"

"Commack fire control, counter-battery fire was successful."

"Next time I bet they move faster," someone grumbled, and Chase didn't doubt it.

Ten minutes later, Hawk Flight was targeted. They were spread out enough that, again, no serious damages but the counter-battery fire was a lot less effective this time, as well.

They were moving past a building when suddenly a projectile came flying out of what must have been an underground car park, and Lemuel in Talon Three took a hit dead center on the clamshell, and blew up, as the sound of the cannon hidden under one of the buildings firing echoed off the walls of the surrounding buildings.

Chase opened up immediately with his autocannon, and Claire fired a high-explosive missile down into it.

"They're hiding cannons in the car parks! Watch out!" Chase called out as Claire's missile exploded and triggered a number of secondary explosions, which blew out all the first-floor windows on the building.

"Sawyer's dead," Josephine, Talon Five, confirmed.

"Talon One-Zero, help Talon Five evac Sawyer's body," Claire called. "Then come back and join us."

"Aye, aye, Blue Jay."

"And everyone, toss bombs down into the car parks."

"Aye, aye, Blue Jay," everyone in the squadron replied.

"Blue Jay! You've got armor coming down the road from the east, two intersections ahead of your current position!"

"Well, Mongrel, how about we set up a welcoming party?"

"Works for me," Chase responded, and the two of them bounded up to the corner and, using the cover of the buildings, Claire stuck her missile launcher around it and volley fired, while Chase did the same with his autocannon. There were targeting cameras mounted on both, so they could see what was there without exposing themselves.

All the tanks slewed right and left, trying to get around the corners before the missiles impacted, and a few were successful, but most were not. Between Claire and Chase's firing, six tanks were immobilized immediately, and two more cooked off their munitions.

Claire shared the targeting information with the rest of the flight, and the few tanks that had turned down a side street in time suddenly found themselves lit up, as well.

This time, when troops jumped out of the armor and abandoned it, they were loudly commanded to stop and drop their weapons.

Any who didn't were suddenly nothing more than pink mist as they took a shot from somebody's autocannon.

"We're not playing around anymore," Melina in Talon Eight called out. "Surrender, or we will end you!"

They surrendered quickly after that.

It took a while to corral the prisoners, get them sorted, and then escort them back to where the armored carriers were waiting, so they had to hold that position for a while, which meant the entire squadron had to slow down. As several of them were also dealing with prisoner issues now, as well, that presented less of a problem than Chase had expected.

As they moved deeper into the city, things slowed down even more, as they had to clear any possible ambushes. Claire was on comms, talking to 7th Squadron about the best way to handle all this as a coordinated effort. They found several more cannons that were set up in underground garages and other spaces. They cleared each out with explosives before they could fire their cannon, so by the time they found their fourth one, the crews had already abandoned it, as they'd learned the ploy wasn't working anymore.

"This sucks," Chase said with a sigh as they finally made their way into the city center.

"Well, at least they've realized using tanks in the city isn't working well for them."

"Yeah, but I hate having to chase after them as they retreat. Too many opportunities for ambushes and traps."

"Yeah, that does suck, but look on the bright side."

"There's a bright side?"

"7th Squadron is setting up an ambush to take them all out as soon as they clear the city's environs."

"Still, we lost how many?"

"Six wounded, and two dead. And before you complain, they sent us because for regular ground troops, it's even worse."

"Still."

"We lost more at Okla," Claire reminded him.

"Doesn't mean I have to like it."

"Yes, well, we need to keep pushing, and at least they're surrendering now whenever we catch them out."

"Only because the locals are killing them if they don't," Chase reminded her.

"True…"

The next four hours were hard, but not as hard as the first four. The enemy had exposed nearly all their assets at this point, and the Commack's overwatch was tracking them. Some of the locals had also managed to contact someone in the fleet who was now passing on information about possible ambush sites and other traps.

That was even more helpful.

They had to move cautiously the entire time, though there were no further engagements until the enemy had moved out of the city, tried to pick up speed, and found their retreat blocked by the well-dug-in and fortified 7th. With 2nd Squadron behind them, there was no retreating, and they were quickly encouraged to surrender, as more and more of their vehicles lost tracks or wheels.

"I'm glad that's over," Thomas, the Hawk Flight lead, said as they finally dragged their butts into the mess onboard the Astra.

"Yeah, give me a straight-up fight any day," Wilma, his second agreed.

"So, are we done with this city crap? Or is there more?" Thomas asked, looking at Chase.

"Honestly, I didn't think to ask. I just want to eat and hit the rack with Claire," Chase said, yawning. So of course his tablet picked that moment to chime.

Pulling it out, he looked at it. It was Felice.

"Couldn't this have waited until after I'd slept?" Chase asked.

"Well, that'll be your call, Your Majesty," she replied.

"Damn, okay, what is it?" He sighed.

"The faction that got pushed out of all those cities today?"

"I notice you didn't use the word 'chased'," Chase replied with a chuckle.

"Well, the people who live in those cities are hunting them down."

"And?"

"Their culture is very knife-centric. They may not have any pistols to speak of, but they all carry knives, and they're using them. Rather creatively, I've been told."

Chase closed his eyes and sighed. "I need a few hours sleep to gather my wits. Send someone over here with a nice uniform like whatever it is the emperors have always worn. Oh! I've got a really nice belt knife in my quarters; you've probably seen me wearing it. Artemis should be able to help somebody up there find it. Send that along, as well."

"And then what?"

"Then I'll address the planet. I need to think about this and talk to Artemis a bit more after I've slept. Find me a good stage to use. Talk to Jill. I'm sure she'll figure out the best place to do it."

"Sorry to bother you about this, Chase."

"Eh, you're right. It's my job. Bye, Felice," he said and ended the call. "Now, let me stuff my face and go to bed," he grumbled as Claire showed up with her own tray of food.

"More work?" she asked him.

"Isn't there always?"


Governor's Office

Ankara, Capital of Pasha

"Yesterday, the Wolfhounds, under my banner, came here to Pasha to liberate this planet from the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria and return it to the Solarian Empire, which founded and colonized this planet over two millennia ago," Chase said, looking at the camera as he sat there in his emperor's uniform at the planetary governor's desk, with the Imperial Flag of the Solarian Empire hanging on the wall behind him.

"Let's make one thing—no two things—perfectly clear to everyone on the planet. The first is, Pasha is once again a valued member of the Empire. That is not going to change.

"The second is, the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria is not going to exist a year from now. It is a brutal dictatorship ruled by tyrants that is neither a republic, nor is it democratic, and I have every intention of capturing all its leaders and executing them. Hopefully, personally."

Chase pulled out a large knife that he'd obviously been wearing and set it on the desk he was sitting at. As he'd learned from his discussion with Artemis on the way down from the Astra, knives held a very significant cultural relevance with many of the inhabitants of Pasha. There were a fair number of rituals involved with the awarding of a blade to a young man or woman, and several more that revolved around them as you matured.

"I'm sure many of you have heard of my preference for the blade. I grew up with the blade, and I lived by the blade. It is still an important aspect of my life, and it's something I won't willingly travel without or give up.

"But understand, too, there will be peace, and there will be cooperation. I have found the actions of a good many of my people here to be… less than I would expect from those who've learned the lessons of the blade, and who themselves would not willingly or easily give them up. So please, do not continue to dishonor those lessons or that spirit. Because if you do, I'll have no choice but to relieve you of them until you've shown that you're worthy once again to hold them.

"I view it as an insult to me, and to our ancestors, that some of you have acted in this way. Do not test my patience, or my edge. It is time to put the old grievances away, to return to the peace of the Empire, and stop being tools of those who fear the blade. Who fear the Empire. Who fear me. The ones who set you against one another because they knew that to stand against all of you, all of us, would have meant their deaths. Let us not do the bidding of those who didn't allow you to carry your pride, because they didn't want you to discover they had none. That honor was a concept unknown to them, and the lessons of the blade were lessons they feared and would not accept.

"Remember that foolish pride is an insult to your honor, and the honor of your families, as well. As your emperor, I expect all of you to act with dignity and restraint, because that is the true display of your power."

Chase got up then and left the room. The camera focused on the knife he'd left there as the feed ended.

"Do you thin—" Chase held up his hand, stopping Jill as he went back, reclaimed his knife, and put it back in its sheath.

"Sorry," Chase said and had the good grace to look a little embarrassed, "but I really didn't want to just leave that there."

"Chase, I know that's not the only knife on you, plus you have a pistol."

"Eh, old habits."

Jill smirked at that, then continued. "Do you really think that's going to stop the infighting that's going on?"

"When they see I'm serious, I think it will. I talked about this with Artemis, and he went over their culture with me on the way down. You know knives are a big part of the culture here. When they see that I'm going after their knives more than their guns, the elders will get the point, and they'll crack down on their hotheads and the young men. After all, I'm not trying to take away their fighting abilities, I'm taking away their manhood, and that's going to sting."

"If they don't revolt."

Chase smiled. "Oh, I've already passed the word that none of the knives are to be destroyed. They're to be held in the armory and only returned when their owners have assured us they'll behave in a more honorable manner."

Jill rolled her eyes and shook her head. "They're either going to hate you or love you."

"Which is as it should be. I'm the emperor, after all, and it's my job to effect their lives. Or is it affect?" Chase mused for a moment. "I always get those two confused. Still, I think this'll cut down on the violence and the desire to settle scores that leads to more of it. So we can move on to our next objective."

"I think Admiral Witner was hoping for something that would have reined them in and cut down on the violence faster, Chase."

"Yeah, I know," Chase said with a nod, "but I have to take the long view now. A quick fix isn't going to last, and I need something that will, or we'll be coming back here again to deal with this."

"So what next?"

"I need you to find the leaders of the Baledas and arrange for me to meet with them in their main temple, or house, or whatever they call it here."

"Why would you want to do that?" Jill said, giving him a strange look.

"There are several groups the Imperial Guards are typically drawn from; they're one of them."

Jill stopped a moment, thought about that, then smiled. "Okay, now that's the Chase I've come to know and expect! That's how you're going to get them in line!"

"Yup, remind them we emperors hold them in esteem. That they have a standard to live up to."

"Enlightened self-interest."

"Plus, the acknowledged superiority, by their emperor, that they're better than everyone else and need to act that way."

Jill grinned a moment and nodded. "If you're going to be pulling your personal guards from here, that proves it, right?"

Chase nodded.

"Now, let's do a quick meet-and-greet, and we can head back to base," Jill told him as his guards fell in. "I'll get my people working on setting up that meeting for tomorrow."

#

"They took Pasha," Ryan said, shaking his head. "We got word from the planetary governor over the System FTL Radio when they jumped into the system that they were there. Both he and several other sources kept us updated with status reports, right up until Chase's troops took the building."

"They're not that guttersnipe's troops!" Neill thundered.

"The rebel troops," Ryan corrected. It was pretty obvious Neill had been drinking. Since the affair at the Tomb, when it was revealed they'd actually had the crown prince in their custody, Neill had been hitting the bottle again.

"Still," Ryan continued, "we need to figure out just how and where we're going to meet this threat. We still have the numbers, if we can find a way to engage the rebels with all four of our fleets."

"And leave us here, unprotected? That would be suicide!"

"They're bigger than any one of our fleets, Phillip. Two on one, we might win; three on one, we should win; but four on one guarantees it! Maybe if 3rd Fleet was back up to strength, we could do it with three!"

"What about 2nd Fleet?" Mark, the minister of the Interior, asked. "I thought they'd suffered some problems?"

Ryan grimaced. This wasn't the kind of thing that would make Neill happy.

"We lost about ten percent of our effectiveness, but we're fixing that."

"Oh, that's all? That's not so bad, then."

Ryan knew better than to tell Mark to look up the meaning of the word "decimated" and what it actually did to military effectiveness. Thankfully, no one else knew or brought it up.

"So, you're saying," Ward said, steering them back onto the subject of Pasha, "they didn't do a communications blackout like they've done in the past?"

"No, and they obviously waited until after they'd taken the orbitals, the defense pickets, the governor, and the government before they did so."

"They're rubbing it in," Neill grumbled. "Showing us they're not afraid of us! Did they at least put up a fight?"

"Who, Phillip?" Ryan asked.

"The people of Pasha! Did they roll over, or did they at least fight?"

"They fought. At least the ones we've given all those weapons to fought. The same for the military and security forces."

"But nobody else did, did they?" Neill growled.

"I don't know that they could have," Ryan said, shaking his head. "After all, we put a limit on weapons."

"Oh, don't give me that! They could have fought! They would have fought, too, if they weren't cowards! Afraid of this jumped-up street rat who, just because he's the random by-blow of some feckless bastard himself, thinks he's the shit now, and he can do whatever he wants and hurt me! Hurt all of us!" Neill yelled, looking around the room.

"Well, I won't stand for it! We need to teach those people a lesson! We need to send a message out to everyone of just what happens to traitors and betrayers!"

"What… what are you suggesting, Phillip?"

"I want you to send the 3rd Fleet to Pasha."

"We do that, they'll be destroyed!"

"Tell them to run through there like the 2nd Fleet did with Hoor! Tell them I want scorched earth! Tell them to destroy everything! We'll show all the cowards in the Republic that if they don't die fighting this Morgan clown, they'll die like dogs when we come and kill them!"

Ryan didn't notice the look Ward and Connolly shared. Jim looked a little surprised. Mark and Ken looked downright shocked.

"You know, that's not a bad idea," Jake, the minister of Finance, said, surprisingly.

"See! Even Jake knows!" Neill said with a triumphant smile.

"You think it'll make the others fight?" Mark said, looking surprised.

"Oh, I'm sure it will, but Pasha's been a drain on our books. They don't grow enough to self-sustain, and they've been pushing for a larger part of the food stores. With them gone, it gives us a surplus! True, not a big one, but we can ease things here enough to cut down on our problems."

"And I can spin that to our advantage," Jim, the Public Affairs minister, said, looking for something, anything, positive to latch onto.

"See! It's settled. Arm 3rd Fleet and tell them to go there and destroy Pasha."

"That's going to take a week," Ryan said, "maybe a bit longer. Can I wait until they've left Pasha so we don't lose any ships?"

"If you can get reliable intelligence on when they've left, fine. But otherwise, I want them there in two weeks!" Neill decreed.

"I'll get right on it, Phillip," Ryan said.

"See that you do," Neill said and, getting up, he left the room.

"What just happened?" Mark said after Neill had left.

"That's just Phil being Phil when he's pissed," Ward said.

"Still, he just ordered us to kill, what, billions?"

"Do you really care, Mark?" Jake said. "We've already killed at least that many."

"Look, none of that matters," Ryan said.

"It doesn't?" Mark asked as the others looked at him.

"No, it doesn't. What matters is, we figure out how to defeat the Wolfhounds and the new emperor."

"Isn't that a lot?"

"Pfftpt!" Ryan said with a wave of his hand. "We've already done it once, and we've got a lot more power now than we did back then. The big thing, and the thing I may need your help on," Ryan said, motioning to Ward and Connolly, "is getting Phil to agree with me on setting up a battle where we're the ones with all the advantages! Not those bastards in their flying base."

"I don't think you'll ever get Phil to let you send the 1st Fleet off to fight," Connolly said.

"Probably not 2nd Fleet, either," Ward agreed.

"Well then, maybe we need to bring 4th Fleet home, and 3rd Fleet as well? Stick them out far enough so nobody sees them? Then just wait for them here?"

"But won't that be giving up a lot of planets to them?" Jim asked.

"Who cares? Once they're dead and gone, we can take them back! I'm worried about survival, here, our survival! If we don't survive, Phil doesn't get to build the kind of empire he's always talked about, and let's face it, that's why we're all here! To see our families rule supreme and hold all the power.

"So let's talk about how we're going to win this, and prepare for it!"

Ward and Connolly looked at each other and nodded.

"We'll get Phil on board, Ryan, don't worry," Ward said.

Ryan blew out a sigh. "Thanks, Ward, Connolly. We can't do this without him. I can make plans, but Phil's always been the one to make them come alive and inspire people to fight for us. We need him as much now as we've ever needed him. Maybe even more."

"Let's pick this up tomorrow, after everyone's had a chance to think," Connolly said.

"Good idea," Jim said, and they all got up as Ward and Connolly left the room.

"For a moment there, I thought Ryan was going to go off on his own," Connolly said after they'd left.

"I almost had those thoughts as well, but Phil's always said Ryan lacks the vision to see that far ahead. He can only see what's right in front of him, which is why he's so effective on the immediate problems."

"Nice to see he knows it."

"I think he's always known it, but it's nice to see that he reminded everyone else in the room today about it, as well."

"Suddenly, I'm feeling a whole lot better about our chances after that little speech of Ryan's."

"Yeah, me, too," Ward agreed.

#

Clive was back at the bar, and life was surprisingly good. Jenny had stuck with him, and was killing it, waiting the tables. He knew she occasionally took a guy into the back and made a little extra on the side. He'd complain, but then he wasn't limiting himself solely to her, either.

He'd found out the truth about her when he'd loaded her details up to their secret spy satellite. She'd been working for Jericho, who'd died saving the emperor. Clive shook his head at that. From the way Jenny talked about Jericho, the man must have been something else.

He'd asked her a lot of questions about the people she'd worked with. When she'd asked why, he'd told her he could sell that information to some thieves he knew, and he'd split the take with her. But only if she knew some guys who had some nice stuff to steal when they were off to work.

She'd seen him engaging in a number of illegal activities already, so she didn't doubt any of what he'd said. He'd definitely shared the addresses of the people who'd gotten hauled off for questioning with some of those same breaking and entering people. It'd netted him a couple thousand credits, because few of those people had come back.

"Hey, Clive," Jenny said, coming up to him and giving him a kiss.

"Hey, Jen. Hard day?"

"Nah, everyone still remembers Seth tossing that guy who put his hands on me last month. If I'd known  these kinds of places took care of the waitresses, I think I'd never have quit."

"Well, things are different up around Empire City; the rich and the powerful can get away with a lot more, and too many people let 'em. Course guys like that wouldn't be caught dead in a place like this," Clive said. "Oh, here, this is for you." He passed her a wad of bills.

"What's this for?" she asked, looking up at him. "I'm already warming your bed at night!" She winked at him.

"I sent that list of folks you'd seen dragged off up to those guys I know. They cleaned 'em all out, pawned everything, and that's your half of our cut."

"Wait, you're paying me?"

"Jen, you helped me make that," he said, motioning to the money. "Now, some guys might try and string you along, or cut you out, but I don't deal that way. And not just because you share my bed. You do right by me, I'll do right by you. I told you that when we first hooked up."

Clive was surprised by the look she gave him before she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. "Thanks, Clive!" she said, and kissed him again. "I don't know what to say!"

"Thanking me works," he said and gave her butt a squeeze.

"Oh, trust me, I'll definitely be thanking you tonight!" Jen said with a giggle.

Clive smiled and gave her a hug. Things had definitely settled down in the last couple of months. He still had a leash on a couple of their intel assets Lacey and LT Combs hadn't burned, but he wasn't sure what to do with them.

But maybe, maybe he should use them to clue in the B&E guys who'd just rewarded him with some more places to rob? The question he needed to find the answer for was, how to justify it to the intel folks back at the base? Along with the money, he'd gotten a list of which places the owners hadn't come back to. He'd report that up the chain, but he knew there had to be a way to make money off this while helping with the war effort.

He just had to figure it out.

"Deep thoughts?" Jenny asked him.

"Just trying to think of new ways to make money without having to sweat for it, Jen," he said with a smile and gave her a kiss. "Let's go out and let somebody else cook tonight, okay?"

"Sounds good to me!" Jen said, smiling at him. She was happy. Not only had he saved her ass, he'd set her up with a good job with a group of guys who'd make sure no one abused her, and he was actually rewarding her for helping him. Maybe she needed to stop those little side hustles and focus on Clive?

#

"Karyn! It is you!" Jennifer said as she ran up to her friend and hugged her. "I got your message; what's wrong?"

Karyn sighed, hugged Jennifer back, and steered her into a seat. "Dave died when that destroyer crashed into the city," Karyn said with a sniff.

"What? I thought he wasn't in the Navy anymore?"

"No, he wasn't onboard; you know those buildings it crashed into?"

Jennifer's hand flew to her mouth! "But I thought those were empty!"

"No one was living in them, but they were being reconditioned into apartments, and, well, when they shut down the restaurants, we needed money, so Dave took a construction job, and…" Karyn sniffed and fought back tears. The truth was, Dave had died while leading a diversionary attack on the building they'd freed the emperor from, along with a lot of the Marines he'd been leading.

"How horrible! Is there anything I can do for you?"

"I'm a pretty good cook, Jen; do you know of anybody who needs one?"

"Why can't you get a job in the city?"

"They shut down a lot of restaurants, Jenni, a lot of them. I'm not looking for anything fancy, just something that'll keep a roof over my head and pay for food."

"Let me talk to my husband's friends; one of them has an opening, I'm sure."

"Jenni, I… I don't know if I'd be comfortable working for them. They're pretty important people, and, well, I'm not. Plus, I just lost my husband and all that. I don't want to end up somebody's mistress."

Jennifer thought about that a moment. Karyn was more or less right about a lot of her husband's friends, and while some women would be fine with that, one who'd just lost her husband obviously wouldn't be. However, she did have a little bit of pull herself.

"There's this small place in town, the one our estate is just outside of. I don't know if they'd pay well, but I can talk to them if you want?"

"Umm, if it's not too much trouble, but only if they can afford it. I know times are hard, Jenni, and I don't want to make anyone else's harder."

Jennifer smiled. "Don't worry; I'll make sure they can afford it. Besides, if you were working there, we could visit more often!"

Karyn smiled. "I'd like that, Jenni."

"Great! I'll see you here again day after tomorrow! I'm sure I'll have something worked out for you by then."

"You're a lifesaver, you know that?"

Jennifer reached across the table, took Karyn's hands in hers, and gave them a light squeeze. "After all you did for me, it's only fair."

Getting up, they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways.

"So, how'd it go?" Lucy asked as she met Karyn outside.

"Well. Very well. She thinks she can get me a job nearby, so we can visit more."

"Great, so when we take out the current cook at the estate, you'll be able to move right in."

"I just hope I can get enough intel to make it worthwhile."

"Just knowing his comings and goings will help."

"It's funny, a year ago, the idea of doing something this close to the fire would have scared the hell out of me. But now?" Karyn sighed and shook her head.

Lucy sighed and nodded. "I know, I know. If I wasn't pregnant, trust me, I'd be right there with you."


Ceres

Wolfhound Base Bridge

"Attention all hands, attention all hands, returning to normal space in five, four, three, two, one…"

Admiral Witner looked at the displays as they turned from black and white to color.

"What the hell?" he said, scanning them. "Tactical, are there any ships in space?"

"Other than those four large orbitals, there are none, Admiral."

"Comms, do we have contact with Snipe yet?"

"Uploading their data as we speak, Admiral."

"Put me through to Lieutenant Chapman."

"Yes, sir!"

"Lieutenant Chapman speaking!"

"Gabe, what's the story? I don't see any defenders, what happened?"

"There weren't any here when we arrived, Admiral. The orbitals are currently empty, and one of them appears to be in standby mode. We've tapped into a lot of their communications planetside, and we're sending that over to Commander Wisand's team, but I'm guessing from the chatter that the only things they care about down there are farming and ranching, and trying to find spare AI parts for their equipment, which is all dying on them."

"Any word on why there's no presence here?"

"The only things sitting at their spaceports are cargo shuttles."

"Are there any ground troops present?" Felice asked.

"Not a one, Captain Morrow. They don't even have any of the People's police stations we've seen elsewhere. It's… different."

"Artemis, what do you have on file for the legal and political system on Ceres?"

"People with the same cultural background founded Ceres, having come here from Earth. The people comprising the majority of this group were predominantly from rural areas and were mainly interested in agriculture. Ceres is notably low in the heavier elements, which is why it's larger than other planets with the same gravity. The initial group of settlers had the funds and the ability to engage in a fair amount of terraforming, while cultivating those parts of the planet that were suitable.

"Over time, more and more of the planet was suitable for cultivating, and those parts that weren't became suitable for livestock and ranching. The entire culture is based around the growing of, and production of, food. They require a fair amount of soil or other suitable materials, plus credits, in return for any food that's shipped off planet. The small cities exist primarily to support those engaged in agriculture. They have no exports beyond food items and import what technology they need."

"What about farming equipment?"

"That's all manufactured on the planet."

"Do you have any speculations on why there are no troops or DPRS security types on the planet?" Witner asked.

"According to the records I have, the Empire has never had a military presence on the planet, and not much in the space here, either. As long as their requirements are met, in exchange for the goods they sell, the people of Ceres seem to be happy with the status quo."

"Air Boss," Witner said, turning to face the officer in charge of Wolfhounds flight operations.

"Yes, Admiral?"

"Launch the 5th and 6th Battle Groups. Their mission remains unchanged."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"Comms, open up a channel to the Fleet."

"Live, Admiral."

"All hands, this is Admiral Witner. By now, you've probably learned that there appears to be no DPRS presence in this system. 5th and 6th Battle Groups are being launched to patrol and scan the outer system. 1st through 4th Battle Groups will be launched, minus their carriers, when we're closer to our objective. I'm not anticipating any military actions at this time. 7th Battle Group will launch with its Marine contingent and carriers to investigate the orbitals. Detailed plans will be forthcoming. Captains, you may stand down from combat alert. That is all."

"Now what?" Felice asked.

"Might as well open communications with the planetary governor and see what they have to say. Comms?"

"On it, Admiral!"

#

"Chase, Admiral Witner would like to meet with you as soon as you are able," Artemis said over the speaker in the Squadron Room.

"Can I bring Claire?" Chase asked.

"As currently plans do not involve launching anymore mechs, yes."

"Then we're on our way," Chase said, standing up. Everyone was still in pressure suits; they hadn't donned their armored vac suits yet.

"Wonder what's going on?" Claire asked as they left the Astra, which was still on the flight deck, and headed off to the tram.

"Probably wants me to talk to whoever's in charge down there. The complete lack of defenses, or much of anything DPRS, is both shocking and refreshing."

"If you recall, Glaucus didn't have much of a military presence, and they were a lot farther out."

Chase nodded at that. "Good point."

Sitting down, he pulled Claire into his lap so he could spend the short ride there enjoying her presence. True, being in a pressure suit cut down on the closeness, but sometimes it's just nice to hold the one you love, and Chase had to admit, he liked being married.

"When do you want to start a family?" Claire asked, surprising him.

"The moment you're ready," he replied, giving her a kiss.

"So soon, then," Claire replied, kissing him back.

Chase just nodded and smiled.

They got up when the tram stopped and went directly to Admiral Witner's dayroom. Going inside, he wasn't surprised to see the rest of Witner's command team already there.

"Admiral," Chase said, saluting as he and Claire came in.

"You don't have to salute me, Your Majesty," Witner replied with a smile as he returned the salute.

"It reminds me that I need to listen to you," Chase said as he and Claire sat down.

"It also shows everyone else how much he respects you," Claire added.

"As to why I asked for everyone to be here," Witner said, digging right into it, "the folks down on the planet want to meet you, Chase, before they surrender."

"I'd say they don't have a choice; they don't have anything to resist with."

"I have to agree with Claire, not that I have any issues with going down there. What makes it important in this case?"

Witner shook his head, but he was smiling. "It would seem the people of Ceres are best described as 'stubborn'. While their primary focus is agriculture, which includes raising a lot of different animals for slaughter, they refuse to just roll over, as they told me, for anyone."

"What about the DPRS?"

"Apparently, that's a sore point with them," Jill said. "Mind you, my analysts are still talking to some of the people down there, but they originally went along with the DPRS because they thought it was the same government, just continuing without a Morgan in charge. But then they noticed they were having an awfully hard time finding another one and came to the conclusion they'd been duped."

"So what did they do about it?" Chase asked, curious.

"Apparently, they had this huge drought or blight or something, and they decreased food shipments by a third."

"And what was the response?"

"There was a purge, and all food production ceased. Also, all the DPRS police forces on the planet, as well as all their security forces, were killed."

"Wait, they did what?"

"Killed all the DPRS people. Took about two days, and nobody knows who did it."

"How could they not know?"

"Because, from the sounds of it, everybody took part in it," Witner said with a chuckle. "They told the DPRS that if they want food, they need to leave them be, so they can produce it."

"Still, I'm surprised they accepted that. Neill is a pretty petty asshole."

"All flights to and from the planet were banned. The orbitals that didn't handle food production or transshipment were destroyed. What little mining was going on in the system was destroyed. They were warned the moment they became useless to the DPRS, they would all be destroyed, too."

"So as long as they keep producing food, they're left alone?" Claire asked.

"Pretty much that. They're not exactly happy with the situation—I take it a lot of people died during the 'negotiations'—but the DPRS was in the middle of food riots on Cor Imperii and a number of other planets. Without Ceres' production, things would have gotten a lot worse."

"I'm still surprised there's no Navy presence here," Chase said, shaking his head.

"We've come to the conclusion that Neill and his people believe that no one would attack a planet whose sole product was food. That it's worthless."

"Don't they eat?" Claire replied with a snort.

"There'll always be enough food for them; as for the others? I'd have thought it'd be clear by now that they don't really care about their subjects," Witner said with a sigh.

"Still taking some time getting my head around that," Claire said with a sigh of her own.

"So what's the problem, then, with me going down and meeting them?"

"They're all armed."

"Okay."

"With handguns, knives, all that sort of thing."

"Still don't see a problem with it."

"What if someone decides they don't want an emperor?" Felice asked.

"Well, then, it's gonna suck to be them, now isn't it?" Chase said with a shrug. "Set it up, let me put on something a bit more appropriate—which includes that body armor you got me—and then we'll go down there and see what happens. Because, like it or not, we—and by we, I mean the empire—need their food."

Three hours later, Chase and Claire were on the ground, having landed at the president's ranch. Apparently, that was the local title for the planetary governor.

"Emperor Chase Morgan, please allow me to present President Josh LaForge. President LaForge, Emperor Chase Collisward Morgan."

"Welcome to Ceres, Your Majesty," Josh said with a bow, and then stuck out his hand. Smiling, Chase shook it. "It's nice to see House Morgan is back; not much of a fan of these Republic people. Also, my condolences for what they did to your family. Wasn't right, that."

"I appreciate the sentiment. You do understand, from this moment forward, Ceres is back in the Empire, and under Imperial rule?"

Josh snorted. "I'm not so sure we ever left it. You Morgans have always taken a fair hand with us, helped us the few times we've needed it, and always traded fair. We recognize we don't have the industry to build any sort of fleet or defenses, so if we need to hitch our wagon to someone, well, my ducal house's relationship with yours goes back to the 'Rise of the Controllers' war, and we've always been proud of that."

"Huh, I had no idea; thanks for telling me. Now, before I forget, this is my wife, Claire Geniene Morgan; this is Jill Wisand, one of my advisors; and these are my bodyguards." Chase took a moment to introduce the six of them. He noticed Josh appeared both impressed and interested that Chase named each of them, and he shook hands with everyone as Chase introduced them.

"Now, please allow me, Your Majesty. This is my wife, Seneca LaForge, and these are my advisors." Chase, Claire, and Jill shook hands as he named everyone, starting of course with Seneca. Everyone was wearing a sidearm, which Chase found interesting.

"Now, how about we go inside and sit down? My Seneca here has put together quite the meal."

"Food sounds good," Chase said with a smile. "Sitting down and relaxing sounds even better."

Following Josh inside, Chase looked around. He'd noticed the house was a pretty good size when they'd flown over it. Then again, Josh was a rancher, and his ranch was, according to Jill, "Absolutely huge beyond belief."

"Surprised you don't have any security or bodyguards," Chase said as they headed to the large table in what was obviously the dining room.

"Oh, I have some guards that keep an eye on the herds, and some of the outlying shops, but unless I'm going into one of the cities, there really ain't much need. Most of the people here aren't all that into violence, and, well, the ones that are, they don't tend to last long if they don't change their ways. People 'round here got too much work to do to be bothered with that kind of nonsense."

Josh smiled then. "Plus, everyone's armed, and people aren't afraid to put a hand in to help, if necessary."

"So why are you called 'President'?" Jill asked as they sat. Chase helped seat Claire, and he noticed Josh seated his wife, as well.

"It's an old holdover from where our ancestors came from, as I understand it."

"So you're not just doing it to be different from everyone else, then?"

Josh chuckled. "Oh, that's a part of it, too! We can be a might… contentious, I guess you could say, when it comes to getting our way."

"We heard about what you all did to the DPRS people," Claire said, "so we figured that one out. Have to say, that took a lot of guts, and we're impressed that you all did it together."

"We're very much willing to do what needs doing," Josh said with a shrug. "We also knew about the famine, so we decided to press our advantage while we had one. We'd seen what they were doing to some of the other planets out there, and we'd also seen the contempt they had for us farmers and ranchers."

"Still, that was a hell of a gamble."

Josh and the others laughed. "Life's a gamble, Your Majesty, and like I said, we liked our chances.

"Now, ladies and gentlemen, if business could be postponed until afterwards, I thought we could start dinner?"

"Oh, yes, please do," Chase said with a smile, "and if I'm treading on any of the local customs, please let me know. I may be the emperor, but I have no desire to be rude."

Chase couldn't help but notice they all smiled at that. Obviously, manners were important here on Ceres, which only made sense, as everyone was usually armed.

Dinner was good. Not fancy, but definitely good. As the table was cleared, they headed off to Josh's den to discuss business.

"I find it interesting that you moved on us as early as you did," Jeb Harris, one of Josh's advisers, said.

"Well, unlike Neill and his little band of morons," Chase said with a frown, "I understand my people have to eat. Now, growing up the way I did, I went to bed hungry far too many times as a child, so food is always going to be a priority. We've learned what's going on with Cor Imperii's food shortages, and honestly, when we finally get around to taking it over, I want to make sure people are fed."

"What's your current production look like?" Jill asked. "We couldn't help but notice one of the orbitals has been shut down."

"We're in desperate need of replacement parts for about half our AI-run equipment. It's timing out, and regular wear has caused a lot of our older AI units to fail, as well," Kyle Hodges, another advisor, told them.

"I guess we'll need a list of parts, then, so we can deal with that."

"But you haven't taken Cor Imperii yet?"

"The parts go wherever I have them sent," Chase said. "Plus, we filled up our own stores. So we may be able to fill some of those replacements while we're here."

"Huh, it never even occurred to me that you could direct the shipments."

"That's not something we've ever advertised," Chase admitted, "because normally, yes, we warehouse and distribute through the capital. But I'm willing to make exceptions for the purpose of getting your food production back up and running, because I know we're going to need it sooner rather than later."

"That'll make people happy," Josh said. "A lot of folks have been worried about keeping their farms going, if they don't have anything to sell, as that means no raw materials coming in, or cash."

"How were you trading, if you don't have any starships?" Claire asked.

"They'd let us use our credits remotely, and they'd haul out what we bought when they came to pick up the food."

"Oh, so there isn't any kind of black-market shipping going on that was coming here when the DPRS ships weren't?"

"Ummm…"

"Might as well tell us who they are, so we don't fire on them by accident," Chase said with a frown. "If you want to trade with others to raise some extra cash, or buy things you can't get elsewhere, that's not my business. That's yours, as the leader of the planet. Though once I'm done with the DPRS, we probably should see what, if any, kind of shipping you're going to need here."

"So you don't mind us trading with other planets?" Jeb asked.

"Not really. While I'll want first dibs on most of your foodstuffs, especially while we're dealing with this artificial famine Neill's boys created, I want everyone to prosper. After twelve or so years of Neill, I'm sure it probably sounds strange, but House Morgan cares about the people of the Empire. Also, I have a duty to support my nobles, because without you, do I really have an empire?"

Chase was once again pleased to see them nodding in agreement.

"Now, I have to admit to being curious; how many different things do you farm or produce here?"

Chase sat back, smiling as they took turns telling him about Ceres while Jill took notes. Josh and his people were obviously rather proud of their achievements and quite willing to tell their emperor all about it. So Chase listened, asked the occasional question when he wasn't sure about something, and didn't mind that quite a bit of what they were talking about went right over his head.

They were happy, and right now, he was enjoying it.

#

"I wish they were all like that," Chase said as he and Claire had dinner with Witner and his wife, Felice, much later.

"I've already got Kerry working through the list of parts they need," Felice said with a smile. "Can you really have the Tomb send them the items we don't have?"

"I'll ask Artemis to talk to Persephone and have him tell her what I want. If necessary, I can probably contact her privately over the System FTL Radio and confirm the order. But I'm the emperor, and as I've been told more than once, I get to make the rules."

"Are you planning on doing this for any of the other planets, bases, or colonies?" Witner asked.

"No. If we need to do this again before we take Cor Imperii, I'll set up a transfer point, send the parts there, and have it transshipped. There's reasons we don't ship direct, but the president's House are old allies of House Morgan, so I'm willing to make an exception to help them out."

"They are?" Felice asked.

"Yup. I even had Artemis confirm it. That's why my ancestors allowed them to set up Ceres however they wanted."

"Emperor Chase, Admiral Witner?" Artemis asked in a soft voice over the intercom in the private dining room they were using.

"Yes?" both said.

"The cruiser from Magni with the servants Emperor Chase's cousin asked for has just entered the system and is requesting permission to dock."

"Granted," Witner replied. "Remind me later to discuss the cruiser’s future with their battle group commander—whether we should send them back or keep them here."

"Aye, aye, Admiral."

"And let Katerwyn know they're here," Chase added.

"Of course, Your Majesty."

"That'll make our lives easier," Claire said with a smile.

"You mean it'll make Kat's life easier," Chase said with a chuckle.

"Fredrick's, too; he's been helping her."

"True. He has. So, what next, Ken? I know Atlas is tempting, but I'd rather wait until we know Foxhound Base is spun up and ready."

"And blooded. We should probably send them to Amber, and maybe Canis after that."

"Juno would be a good target for us," Felice said. "They've got a medium-sized but stable tech base, they're still self-sufficient on farming, and they produce a lot of pharmaceuticals and medical equipment."

"Don't they also have a thriving weapons industry?" Claire asked.

"Now that you mention it," Felice said with a smile. "The Tomb does make good weapons, but for mech-based weapons, and some of the light weaponry our ships use, the stuff out of Juno is better."

"I'm sold," Chase said, grinning.

"If nothing else, it would make the DPRS's life harder," Witner agreed.

"Admiral, you're being summoned to the bridge," Artemis suddenly said.

"What's going on, Artemis?"

"I think it would be better to have that discussion on the bridge. Emperor Chase, you probably should go, as well."

Chase stood up and motioned to Claire, who stood up as well, as Witner and Felice stood.

"This doesn't sound good," Witner muttered.

"No, it doesn't," Chase agreed, and the four of them quickly made their way to the bridge, which was only a minute's walk from where they'd been eating.

"Admiral's on the bridge!" the guard by the door called out.

"Admiral! We're getting comms from Pasha! It looks like 3rd Fleet's just jumped into the system!"

"Put it on the speaker, and if they're sending any video, put that on the main display," Witner ordered.

"… again, to all stations, the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria's ships have just appeared in our system. We've identified several ships known to be in the 3rd Fleet. We've been trying to raise them to determine their intentions, but they haven't replied. Their current course is taking them towards the planet, we estimate… stand by one."

"Why would they send 3rd Fleet?" Felice asked.

"Based on how long it'd take them to get there, they had to have left eight days ago," Witner said.

"I have a bad feeling about this," Chase said, thinking about his last encounter with 3rd fleet.

"All Imperial stations! The 3rd Fleet is not slowing down! They're not moving onto a course that will put them in an orbit!"

"Comms!" Chase called out, surprising everyone.

"Yes, Emperor?"

"Broadcast back to Pasha! All the orbitals are to go to missile defense! All civilians are to evacuate the orbitals at the Lagrange points! All surface inhabitants are to prepare for a bombardment!"

"Immediately, Your Majesty!"

"Shit," Witner swore, "you don't think they're going to…"

"All Imperial stations, again, to all stations! We're detecting missile launches from the 3rd Fleet! Again, we are detecting missile launches from the fleet! We have very little in the way of defenses! We've been ordered to evacuate and prepare for bombardment!"

"Comms! Recall everyone, immediately! Artemis, summon my command staff! Helm, as soon as everyone is aboard, plot a course to Pasha!"

"Admiral Witner!" Chase growled, and it got deadly quiet in the room as all eyes turned to him.

"Chase, we need to go there! We need to rescue the survivors!"

"No."

"What do you mean, no? They're about to get the hell bombed out of them!"

"We're going to Norfolk. We're going to destroy every last ship of the 3rd Fleet, as well as all their support network at Norfolk. Artemis, how many days is it to Norfolk from here?"

"Nine, Your Majesty."

"They'll take eight to get home, plus one to transit the system. Admiral Witner, we're going to Norfolk, and we're going to wreak retribution. If they want to go scorched earth, then they're going to burn to death, as well."

"Chase…

"You have your orders. Sorry, Ken, but this has to be done. Now, make it happen."

Chase watched as Witner took a deep breath, blew it out, then nodded. "It'll be as you wish, Your Majesty. Comms, tell everyone to get back here as soon as possible. Helm, lay in a course for Norfolk and get us moving. Once we've taken on the last ship, move us to flank, and jump ASAP."

"I need to make a call and apologize to President LaForge for our early departure," Chase said with a frown, and turning on his heel, Chase left, with Claire following.

Felice gave her husband a questioning look.

"That's one decision I'm glad I didn't have to make," Witner said, and then gave her a hug.

"Do you think it's the right one, though?" she asked in a soft voice.

"I'm not sure there is a right one."


Okla System

Foxhound Base

Fleet Captain Jim Stannish sat down with his command staff in his dayroom and looked around the table. Djam Karet, his new first officer sat on his right. His old XO had moved to take over the captain spot on his old ship. Djam had been the head of the Wolfhounds Tactical Team, and Jim was happy to have him.

Next was Commander Jeff Mays, his head of Base Facilities and Stores, then Commander Marcy Rees; she was in charge of Ship and Mech Maintenance, as well as their hangars. Lieutenant Commander Hank LaComb was his intelligence head. His performance on Cor Imperii as the head of assets there, as well as his performance during the emperor’s rescue, had made his temporary promotion permanent, and gotten him this slot. Jim very much appreciated unorthodox thinkers, as well as people who were quick to take control of their circumstances. Last was Lieutenant Commander Byron Clark, who was also an earl, like LaComb. He was in charge of Foxhound Base Personnel.

"So what's our status?" Stannish asked, looking around the table. "We've been here a month now, and I know our emperor and my boss want us to get underway soon. Byron?"

"We're at ninety percent staffed on base personnel, Captain. Readiness is a hundred percent in all the engineering sections, though it's a bit lower than that in the Medical, Food, and Recreational sections."

"How much lower?"

"Medical is almost eighty-five percent. Food prep, serving, all that is in the mid-seventies, but getting better. Recreational services is down in the sixtieth percentile."

"Jeff, how are Facilities and Stores doing?"

"Stores are full up; Facilities are also in excellent shape. As Byron said, the Engineering teams are also in good shape. The people we started off with at the Tomb were all experienced, and the folks in leadership positions were all solid and motivated. That made it easy to get our organizational issues flushed out early. Of the people we've taken on board here, the majority have experience, and about a third I'd put in the highly-experienced category. That's helped a lot with fitting in our newer and less experienced recruits, some of whom are pretty raw."

"Great. Marcy? How's Maintenance doing?"

"Well, we're doing well. I'm afraid to say great, because we don't have anything broken to fix yet, but maintenance drills have been going well, and the heads we've got are all solid. I've got my chiefs running the new recruits and transfers through some basic refresher courses to keep everyone busy."

"Good. Hank, you got anything for us?"

"Nothing new so far. We're getting regular updates from Wolfhound Base and Commander Wisand's team when they're in range of an FTL Radio installation. I've been talking with Captain Rodgers and his staff, getting a full brief on what they encountered at the different places they stopped. I'll have a report for later, but most of it was pretty bad. The only real bright spot is Ksinatte Station is now a free station, though they lost their FTL Radio."

"Why are they a bright spot?"

"Because a lot of systems now come there to trade, so it's an intelligence analyst's wet dream," Hank said with a grin. "I've asked Jill on Wolfhound Base to look into getting them a new FTL radio, but haven't gotten a response yet."

"I'll keep that in mind. I've been talking with our four battle group commanders. The 1st and 2nd are at a hundred percent, but then, most of them were poached from Wolfhound Base. 3rd is quickly getting there, as they're all remnants of Battle of Okla's 3rd Fleet survivors. 4th is maybe fifty percent fleshed out at this point, and a third of its ships can be considered operational.

"Djam, what's the status on our mechs?"

"We've only got one wing's worth at this time; they're shaking down well. Thankfully, we were able to get a good percentage of our pilots who aren't nobility through the interface process before we left the Tomb. That's helped tremendously, as flight leads with interfaces are far more effective."

"What's the status on standing up another wing?"

"We've got five squadrons, that's about it. I'm setting them up as Foxhound Base forces currently, but we're going to need to recruit and train, and that's not going to be easy, as the rest of the base is still staffing up."

"So, not bad, but not great."

"Yes, Captain, not bad, but not great."

"All right, we got orders a few hours ago from our commander, Admiral Witner. We're to take Amber as soon as we believe we can do so. After that, we're to take Canis. I'd like to get underway in forty-eight hours, unless there are any objections?"

Everyone at the table shook their heads.

"Great. Let's make it happen. Hank, stay a moment, please?"

"Of course, Captain!"

"You too, Djam," Stannish said, putting his hand on Djam's arm as he started to stand.

After the others had left, Stannish turned to Hank. "Did you get the classified message on Wolfhound Base's next objective?"

"Yes, Captain, along with what was happening on Pasha."

"What's going on, Captain?" Djam asked.

"The DPRS is going scorched earth on Pasha and bombing it. Not that much different than what went on at Hoor, except there's not enough people there to defend it. Emperor Chase ordered Wolfhound Base to Norfolk to eradicate the 3rd Fleet and all the military bases there. I've ordered the bridge crew not to share that with anyone, which is why you didn't hear about it when you came on duty a little while ago. We're still telling everyone that the local System FTL Radio has been shut down, so no one knows we're getting some traffic through it."

"Why the secrecy?"

"Because no one, other than the three of us, knows where the Wolfhounds are going; that part was encoded. We also don't want anyone guessing, nor do we want to focus the anger of our people on the folks at Amber, who obviously had nothing to do with this. I'll address everyone once we're underway, however."

"Do you think the DPRS will do it again?"

"Well, if the emperor manages to completely destroy the 3rd Fleet, and take over Norfolk, that leaves the DPRS with only one mobile fleet, the 4th. Which I doubt they're going to want to risk, as 1st and 2nd Fleet may not be enough to protect Cor Imperii."

"Which makes Emperor Chase's decision to attack Norfolk a solid one, and I think I see why they want us to go to Amber, which is two weeks' flight time."

Stannish nodded. "It's a smart move. The DPRS heads will think we're the Wolfhounds, as Amber is barely more than a week away from Norfolk, so they'll think it's just the emperor moving on to his next target, which lets them fly to Pasha to do whatever they need to do to help."

"I do wonder what the rest of the empire is going to think? Will this make them less likely to fight against us when we show up? Or more?"

"That's a question I guess we'll discover the answer to a few weeks from now."

#

Chase was standing before a camera in his armored spacesuit, with his helmet off, in the Astra's Squadron Room.

"Attention to orders!" broadcast over every comm unit and speaker in every room of the base, as well as every docked ship.

"Wolfhounds, it pains me to order this, but the actions of the 3rd Fleet are despicable and beyond all redemption. As you all know by now, they launched a bombardment against Pasha, killing millions of unarmed citizens, who were in no way able to defend themselves.

"For that, I've condemned the entire 3rd Fleet to destruction. There will be no mercy shown, no quarter given. They've passed from the realm of honorable soldier to criminal outlaw—and we'll treat them as such. Every ship will be destroyed."

Chase stopped and stared at the camera a moment.

"Every. Ship," he enunciated slowly.

"We'll also be attacking all the military bases on or around Norfolk, and in the system. All the bases, the orbitals, all of it will be destroyed, as well. As those people weren't a part of the attack, surrenders can and will be taken. Prisoners will be taken and held. However, any who are found later to have supported 3rd Fleet's plans in regard to Pasha will be hung.

"Again, I'm sorry, as both a Wolfhound and as your emperor, to have to ask you to take this on in our approaching battle. However, certain standards must be upheld, and upholding them is our duty. If we don't punish them for this, others may cross this line. So we must, as Wolfhounds, make this example. We must show the universe exactly what happens in response to such horrendous crimes and behavior.

"Remember that today. You don't just fight for the honor of the Wolfhounds, or the honor of your emperor, but for the honor of our empire, which doesn't tolerate or allow this kind of behavior.

"I wish you all luck and Godspeed in the coming battle. Remember, you are the best! The very best that has been or will ever be! Now, let's go out there and show them why one does not anger the Wolfhounds!"

Everyone in the squadron room cheered, then, and Chase was pretty sure he could even hear it coming from the rest of the Astra's crew.

The camera cut off, and Chase looked at the mission timer; they'd be dropping into Norfolk space in fifteen minutes, and the fleet would launch immediately. Depending on the disposition of the ships they found around them, all three wings could find themselves launching immediately, as well.

#

Captain Chet Willamette looked up from his desk, as there was some sort of commotion in the office. He'd lost his command after the events of his last mission to Corsica and had been shuffled off into a meaningless side job. The only reason he hadn't lost any rank was because he'd pointed out that he was only following Osselton's commands.

Osselton wasn't happy to learn he'd been duped, though he couldn't make a case that it wasn't his fault, as he'd overridden Chet's commands. The political office hadn't known exactly what to do to him, but were saved from having to decide when a few of Agent Troy's fellow officers dealt with Osselton, personally.

It wasn't pretty, and it'd taken a DNA analysis to confirm the remains.

But still, Chet was in a desk job now. His former XO and the other two captains had all taken part in the fight at Tulsa, in the Okla system. None of them had come back. Whether they were dead, captured, or 'turned traitor', Chet had no idea. At this point he sincerely hoped it was the latter.

Standing up, he walked over to the monitor displaying system status, where there was still a disturbance going on.

"What's wrong?" he asked in a patient voice.

"3rd Fleet just returned, but something with this display is acting strange," one of the junior officers said.

Shaking his head, Chet looked at it. It was a system top view, compiled via satellites, transponders, and every other piece of data that could be gathered to show the traffic in the system. They had it more so they could make sure the traders got taxed, and when necessary, inspected, than for any military or tactical reason.

Looking at it, Chet could see a small number of ships that had appeared in the 'eastern' quadrant of the system. 3rd Fleet would be appearing closer to the 'northern' quadrant than these ships had. So it definitely wasn't them.

Furthermore, the number of ships there was increasing, like they were appearing from nowhere. That shouldn't be possible.

Putting his hands on the screen, he made a stretching motion to zoom in on the anomaly. There weren't any high-gain cameras or other imaging equipment in that area, but he was able to get a better understanding of what he was looking at.

"Where are those ships coming from? Are they still dropping in?" one of the guys asked.

"No, that's an asteroid, and they're launching from inside it."

"You can do that?"

"Some can. I'd go ask your supervisor about it," Chet said with a smile, then he moseyed out the door and down toward the escape pods. The first one had a couple in it who were amorously entwined. Which, seeing as how few people came down here, was probably a good use of the space if you were looking to sneak off during work.

The next one was empty, so he sat down, got out his tablet, tapped into the local networks, and called up a few things to keep track of the incoming fleet. So much for his coming retirement benefits, but at least he'd still be alive.

When the alarms went off, he hit the Launch button. He just hoped the escape pods on the station weren't rigged, like the ships of the 3rd Fleet were now rumored to be.

#

"Artemis, where the hell is the 3rd fleet?" Chase growled over his comms channel.

"Apparently, they haven't yet returned," Artemis replied. "The Squonk is reporting that they have not yet put in an appearance."

"If they went somepl—"

"Attention! 3rd Fleet has just appeared in the system!" Admiral Witner's voice came over the all-hands network. "All units, come to a heading of one-niner-seven on your navs. Battle Groups, engage at will!"

Chase checked the maps with a thought, they were all waiting in their mechs, as it was a sure bet they'd be encountering some level of resistance in short order.

"Damn, they're close," Claire muttered. "Looks like someone overshot their mark!"

Chase noticed at that point that while some units of the 3rd Fleet were in good order, most were not.

"Everyone! Disengage from your racks! We're launching!"

Chase hit his release and trotted after Claire, who was already moving towards the launch ramp as the entire squadron got moving. The display that was being fed into his head via his interface was lighting up with fire as the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Battle Groups opened fire on the 3rd Fleet. Some elements of the 3rd were returning fire, and the Astra's anti-missile batteries were coming into play.

So the sooner they got off, the sooner the carriers could withdraw from the fight.

They came off the launch ramp at a run, going to rockets immediately, and forming up by flights in a loose trail formation as everyone got a look at the situation. They were close enough, they'd already entered missile range of the leading elements within moments of 3rd Fleet appearing, as 3rd Fleet was under acceleration, just as all the Wolfhounds had been. Fire control warnings appeared on his display almost immediately, and everyone moved to clear the cone as the battleships opened up with their large energy weapons.

It started off as a slaughter; the leading edges of 3rd Fleet were all small ships, and none of them were in any sort of battle formation. Chase could only guess they were still in the formation they'd been flying when they'd bombed Pasha, where being evenly spaced out helped with weapons deployments.

In a fleet-on-fleet confrontation, that was not a good formation to be in.

It only took a few brief minutes before 1st Battle Group pierced the enemy formation. The Wolfhound battleships were literally vaporizing the frigates and destroyers before them, as they focused their fire. Chase could see the 3rd's battleships scrambling to form a defensive sphere as they returned fire. The ship handlers on those ships were apparently more experienced, as they managed to quickly form up, but the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Battle Groups had all but annihilated the frigates and destroyers that typically served as a missile screen.

As Chase had that thought, a large missile barrage was suddenly launched by all the Wolfhound ships that were engaged. They weren't aiming at the enemy battleships, however, they were engaging the cruisers that were now drawing in to support the battleships' formation.

"Artemis, have any mechs or mech carriers been spotted?"

"Not at this time, Chase. It appears they shipped without any mechs. My hypothesis is, they left them behind, as they weren't expecting to engage in combat."

"So they'll all be defending Half-Light station."

"Yes. Further, they are apparently running out of offensive ship-to-ship missiles."

"Because they needed the missile space for ground bombardment, instead."

"Affirmative."

"Artemis is reporting that there are no mechs, and they're running out of missile stores," Chase passed on to the squadron.

"Everyone, get your lances ready!" Claire ordered. "We're going to open us up some battleships!"

Just then, another clear the cone alert went out, and a moment later, all the battleships in the 1st Battle Group opened fire on one of the lead battleships in the 3rd Fleet's defensive cluster. Two of the other three battle groups did the same to two different ships. The effect was immediate, as the three targets shed parts and lost effectiveness.

Chase watched as the follow-up missile barrage from all the Wolfhound cruisers blew those three battleships to pieces, and all three wings went on the attack, flying through the hole in the defensive formation. The rebuilt 3rd Fleet had only eighteen battleships. With three destroyed, they were now down to fifteen. Each of the Dire Wolves' squadrons took one, and the first five squadrons of the Timber Wolves' took the remainder. The remaining five Timber Wolves' squadrons, and all ten of the Juggernaut squadrons, went after the cruisers. 3rd Fleet had started out with twenty-five cruisers, but were already down to eighteen, and continuing to lose ships fast. Either Chase's words had really inspired them, or they felt the same way he had about what 3rd Fleet had done—because everyone was fighting all out.

Then Chase was too busy focusing on their target battleship to pay too much attention to what was going on elsewhere. Dave, the Dire Wolves' commander, had taken 1st Squadron and was working on taking the flagship apart. As they weren't looking to capture or save anything or anyone, Chase didn't care, as Claire led them to a different one.

All that mattered was that the entirety of 3rd Fleet was destroyed, down to the last sailor. He made a note, when he rebuilt the Empire, not to create a new 3rd Fleet. He wanted to be sure no one ever forgot this lesson.

"Lance trail!" Clair called out as they started their pass down the side of the battleship, diving in as they formed up into trail formation and moved quickly down the ship's starboard side, each of them making sure to make a cut in the armored top of each gun mount in the same spot as the person before them.

When they got to the stern, they came around and went back the way they'd come, only now, they made a second, parallel cut, as the first cut on each turret was now leaking atmosphere. The last mech coming up the line deployed a magnetic mine between the cuts as they went, triggering each mine as they cleared the turret. The now compromised armor buckled in and rendered the turret inoperable.

On the next pass, they attacked the dorsal mount turrets. One of the Wolfhound ships—either a battleship or a cruiser, Chase didn't have the time to look, as he was busy dodging point-defense fire—was firing on the now dead starboard side of the battleship and was blowing the now dead turrets off of it.

"Pull up! Pull up! The ship is cooking off!" someone in the squadron called, and Chase pulled up, moving closer to Claire as she did the same. Parts of the ship were suddenly exploding and throwing pieces everywhere.

"That looks too regular to be anything we did," Claire said as the battleship started breaking up.

"The captain of the ship tried to surrender, causing the AI to automatically scuttle the ship, killing all aboard. The flag ship started to broadcast a reminder about not surrendering when 1st Squadron killed it," Artemis sent to Claire and Chase over the secure line their Imperial mechs had with him.

"If they surrender, their ship self-destructs," Claire called out to the rest of the squadron.

"Damn, that's cold," Alexia replied.

"Seeing as we're not taking any prisoners, I don't see how it matters," Chase retorted.

"Enough chatter, back to the carrier! The remnants of 3rd Fleet are attempting to flee to Half-Light Station and its defenses. The cruisers can finish them off while we prepare for our next attack!"

Chase checked his time and was surprised to find they'd launched over an hour ago, for all that it had seemed like mere minutes. All the 3rd Fleet battleships were now destroyed, as were the twenty-five cruisers, and over forty of the fifty-five destroyers.

Those surviving destroyers, along with three surviving frigates, were burning for the station and the planet, hoping the orbital defenses would save them.

"Artemis, what happened to the Dashe-class ships?"

"Those were all destroyed when they tried to flee and not fight."

"What? But they don't have any real armaments on them! Fighting in this mess would have been suicide."

"Obviously, but whoever programmed the AIs didn't do a good job."

Chase just sighed. "Well, at least they're making our job easier."

Following Claire up into the Astra, Chase checked the status information. The entire time they'd been fighting, they'd been moving closer to Norfolk. From the looks of it, they'd be entering the planet's defensive ring in about an hour. There were a lot of gun platforms that orbited out past the planet, but the battleships wouldn't have too much trouble picking those off, now that they were unopposed.

It would take them time, however. The 7th and 8th Battle Groups were leading the way on that, and would be tied up engaging the outer ring of defenses. When it came time to attack the military orbitals, the mech wings would be leading all those assaults, primarily because the heavy weapons defending them couldn't deal with something as small and maneuverable as a mech. The heavier ships would be sitting out at the edge of the range of those weapons and working on softening up the defenses until the mech squadrons could take them out.

"How many mechs do we think they have again?" Chase asked Claire.

"At least a couple hundred. I think it depends on how many pilots they've been able to train up in the last six months or so, since we took out the last bunch."

"That's assuming they sent everyone out with 3rd Fleet that last time. They may have a dedicated defense force."

"True. Guess we'll just have to see."

"Everyone, meet in the Squadron room in ten!" Claire called out as they racked their suits. They'd be re-armed with just their conventional load out. Chase asked for all the missiles his mech could hold, got a nod from the ground crew head, then went straight to the Squadron Room. The display on the wall there had a real-time image of the station, which was now a beehive of activity.

"How big is that asteroid again?" Wilma asked, coming into the room.

"Not as big as this one," Chase said, looking it over. "Maybe a mile at its longest? But it's less than a quarter of that at its widest."

"And we're sure there's no docks inside it?"

"Just a few small VIP sections. It was built a couple hundred years ago; Artemis has all the plans for it. Mainly, it's workshops and quarters for the people working inside. The Navy Command also has a bunch of people based there, as well as their 'security' services."

"I can't believe they can dock an entire fleet at that thing!"

"I'm just glad they stuck it at one of the Lagrange points between Norfolk and Norfolk's moon. I'd hate to have all that come crashing down on the planet."

"So we're definitely destroying it? Not just killing everyone?"

"It's going. I don't care if people escape, though any of the military command who are captured will be tried. Same for their political officers, and that special security group they've got there. But all the military targets in orbit here have to go."

"Gonna cost a lot to rebuild, you know."

"Which is the point, because it won't be."

"Really?"

"Sometimes you need to teach people a really big lesson."

"But these folks didn't have any say in what happened."

"They could have said no."

"Yeah, but they would've been killed."

"Not if they all said no. They could have just flat out revolted. Look, there's a war on; Neill's people would have backed off and shut Neill, or whoever ordered this, down, because they can't afford to kill everyone. If they'd tried, we would have swooped in here and taken over. Instead, we're swooping in here and punishing everyone for being a damn coward. It's just like that guy on that carrier we went after back in the Okla System."

Wilma thought about that moment, then nodded slowly. "I guess you're right, but standing up is never easy."

"It is if you know you'll die if you don't. People need to remember there are things worth standing up for. Hopefully, today's lesson will be remembered for a long time to come."

"Are you sure you grew up in a street gang, Chase?"

"Just because I was good at it doesn't mean I enjoyed it. However, I learned all about object lessons. Now, let's grab a seat and see if the intel folks have any new information for us. This'll be neither fun nor easy, I'm sure."

"I hear you on that!"

They launched an hour later, while they were still a good thirty minutes out from Half-Light Station, coming in from behind the moon. The Timber Wolves were already engaging the dark-side moon base, so the other wings could pass unmolested. The Marines' Juggernauts would be attacking the three orbitals circling the planet. Half-Light Station was really the biggest target, as well as the best defended. Taking it down would allow the battle groups to draw in closer.

"Dire One?" Chase called Dave, the wing commander, over the command circuit.

"Yes, Mongrel?"

"I hate to pull rank on you, but I need to lead this one."

There was a moment of silence, then, "I understand, Mongrel. You need to be the emperor today."

"Thanks."

"Honestly, it makes me worry a little when you're not out in front."

"Really?"

"Well, you are a better mech pilot, and when you and Blue Jay are working as a team, there isn't anybody better. Plus, of course, you're a Morgan and your father's son. Let's just say, you've got a bit of history."

Chase chuckled at that.

"Does this mean I get to play wingman?" Claire asked.

"'Fraid so."

"You can make it up to me later tonight, in bed," Claire said in a husky voice.

"TMI!" Dave called out.

"She means I have to give her a back rub," Chase bantered back. "Get your mind out of the gutter!"

"Uh-huh… suuure…" was the reply, and Chase was fairly certain he heard a lot of snickering from the other squadron commanders.

"On me, Blue Jay," Chase commed instead, and moved ahead to take the lead position, as Dave took 1st Squadron and moved back into 2nd's previous position.

"Mongrel is leading us in," Dave commed over the general circuit. "So remember to look good for the documentary!"

There were a lot more laughs at that, and Chase just smiled.

As they came out of the moon's shadow and turned towards Half-Light, they took fire from the station's weapons emplacements and began evasive maneuvers. Chase also noticed ranks of mechs were forming up on Half-Light's surface.

"Those mechs are our first target," Chase said, bringing up all his targeting systems.

"Damn, how many of them are there?" someone replied.

"A lot more than I think we expected," Claire said, "but look on the bright side!"

"Which is?"

"More kills!"

There was a fair bit more laughter than last time at that.

"Blue Jay is right," Dave said. "Odds are most of these pilots aren't experienced, so don't get fancy unless you have to, and don't get complacent, because there will be good pilots mixed in."

"Everyone, get your targeting systems up, and start with the zones of fire we were given at the brief," Chase said as he watched his rangefinder ticking down to the 'in range' mark. He immediately picked fifty targets on the surface as he continued to jink through an evasive pattern to avoid taking hits from the heavy weapons firing on all of them.

As soon as they crossed into missile range, he gave it a five count, then fired missiles down at the targets he'd picked as fast as he could shoot, stopping only to reload his missile launcher.

He wasn't the only one firing, either, as the entire wing let loose.

He fired volleys from his autocannon to follow up the missiles as the station's anti-missile defenses went active to support the mechs, who still hadn't taken flight.

"What are they waiting for?" Nathaniel suddenly asked.

Chase wondered the same thing; they were taking damage and mechs were being destroyed as they were easy targets, missile defenses or not. "Squadrons! Scatter!" Chase called out and turned 'up' ninety degrees as the leads broke off in different directions, their squads following them.

"What's up, Mongrel?" Dave called.

"Something's not right; time to do the unexpected, Dire One!"

"Affirm!"

Flying up and around the station, Chase started peppering airlocks and other structures that were built on the surface of the station with his autocannon, the others following his lead.

"What's the plan?" Claire asked over squadron comms.

"Make them come to us, I guess. I just don't want to go back above them; their waiting there makes me think there's a trap."

"If you hadn't turned, I was about to suggest it, I got the same feeling."

"Let's make a bombing pass on that dock complex over there, and see if we can get them to come after us," Chase said, then cut to the wing command channel. "Everyone! Targets of opportunity, start taking out some of the docks! Let's make them come to us!"

Flying down closer to the surface of Half-Light Station, Chase activated the Y-rack, and as he came over the docking structure, he dropped the magnetic mines on a thirty-second timer. The rest of the squadron did the same.

"That did it, they're coming on foot!" called the 7th Squadron commander.

"Why are they running and not launching?" Claire commed back.

"Obviously, there's a trap there. Good thing we didn't take the bait. They're taking off as soon as they reach the edge of their formation."

"Anybody get a count on them?"

"There's about five hundred."

"That's not too bad."

"More are now coming to the surface… a lot more."

"Let's curve back around and take them on," Chase said. "Keep it low; we don't want their heavy weapons adding to this."

"Aye, aye!" everyone replied.

Heading back towards their initial objective, they were in the middle of the enemy mechs in seconds, and everyone was fighting. Chase paired off with Claire immediately, the two of them back-to-back and, using his autocannon, he picked off enemy mechs in quick succession, while Claire did the same behind him.

"I think they know who you are," Claire sent at one point.

"We're drawing a lot of them; you may be right," he agreed as he fed another magazine into his rifle and went back to firing. He and Claire moved constantly to keep anyone from getting too close.

"Damn! Out of ammo!" Claire called out as she drew her sword. Drawing his own, Chase let go of the autocannon, which his suit pulled back to its mount by its tether. Things got fast and furious there for a few minutes, as they were forced to wade in among the attackers, so they couldn't keep shooting at them without fear of hitting their own people. While a few of the enemy tried that at first, after they shot several of their own in the back, the return fire at those shooting quickly encouraged them to stop.

The problem for them was Claire and Chase's mechs were larger, had more reach, and more power. So when either one of them connected with another mech, parts were removed. Trying to block one of Claire or Chase's swings often meant, if the blade wasn't ripped out of your grasp, it broke.

Of course, getting kicked by an Imperial mech was also a dangerous experience, as the other mech got knocked back, or down, and if someone else didn't step in to cover, you could end up dead very quickly.

When the mechs at the rear of the group surrounding them started to explode from missile strikes, they turned around and found themselves back in one-on-one battles, as the rest of the squadron suddenly joined the fray.

"How many are left?" Claire asked.

"There's a few isolated groups, but you two got the biggest share by far. We got a call from base that you'd been identified, and everyone was being sent here in an attempt to kill the two of you," Alexia replied.

"Great, as soon as we have these cleaned up, let's take out the gun emplacements so the battle groups can move in!"

"Some of the other squadrons have already started on it. Folks are abandoning the base in droves."

Chase cut down the last of the ones fighting them. "I wonder if they have enough escape pods for that?"

"Guess we'll find out."

Racking his sword, Chase checked his ammunition and passed two autocannon magazines over to Claire, who stowed one and loaded the other.

"Come on, let's see if we can figure out what that trap they set for us was," Claire said.

"You sure?"

"If Captain Witner wants to take prisoners, we need to make sure it won't damage or destroy any of our ships. Besides, the main fighting is done now, with the mechs gone."

Chase had to agree, and followed her as she flew back to where the enemy had been waiting, making sure to ground a hundred yards out.

"What the hell are those?" Chase asked as they stopped and looked. There were hundreds of three-foot high tubes, laid out in a grid. They looked to be a bit less than a foot wide each.

"A bad day, I'm guessing," Claire said. "Some kind of barrel or launch tube?"

"If they were missiles, I don't think they would have been waiting for us to get in so close. Which means it can be dodged, so obviously whatever it is, it isn't that fast.

"Well, let's go join the others and mark this area as off-limits."

"Then we can call for the surrenders of any remaining crew or staff."

"Think they'll come out?"

"As we're going to be placing charges and blowing it to hell, I'd hope so."

"You know your armor is beat to shit?" Claire said, looking him over.

"Yeah, well, hate to tell you this hon, but yours ain't spotless, either."


Norfolk

Wolfhound Base

Chase and Claire had flown directly back to the base, rather than the Astra, and after showering, had put on their flight suits and headed directly up to Witner's dayroom to discuss their next steps, now that the Wolfhounds controlled all the space in the system, if not yet on the surface of Norfolk.

"Ken," Chase said with a salute to Witner as he came into the room, then, "Felice, Jill, Keene, Kerry, George," after Witner returned it. He and Claire went to their seats and sat.

"Did you ever find out what was in those tubes?" Claire asked, looking around the table.

"Cannon shells," Felice responded. "High-explosive, armor-piercing to be exact. The tubes were cut up tank barrels from stores. They figured since the effective range against a mech was a hundred yards, maybe two, because of how short the barrels were, you'd be able to dodge at any range beyond that."

"So good idea, poor execution. Not that I'm complaining."

"Where are we on our EOD people setting the charges up on the station?" Chase asked.

"About that," Jill said, turning to face him, "there's got to be a lot of good intelligence we could get out of there first. Are you sure you don't want to give my people a chance to try and get it?"

"Admiral, how many people are still inside and refusing to leave?"

"Dozens, maybe over a hundred, according to what the ground sensors they put down are telling us."

"That's why we're not doing it. I don't want to lose a single person to those people. If they'd all come out, and we were sure, I'd consider it."

"Still…"

"Jill, what's the point?"

"Huh? What do you mean? We can find out all sorts of things about them, about what they did, how they did it, everything!"

"Who cares? Jill, we're going to kill all of them! And I do mean all of them! Everyone in the government who had anything to do with what went on is going to be jailed or executed! I'm sure we'll have scores of people lining up to tell us what Neill and his people did. Hell, the senior government people aren't even going to get a trial. They're just going to the firing squad.

"So we don't need evidence; we don't need intelligence. Once they're all gone, I very much intend to put a lot of this in the past and get people to move on."

"Aren't you afraid there might be important lessons you can learn?"

"I'm more worried about grudges against people who had no choice, or were just blissful idiots," Chase said with a shake of his head. "As for learning any lessons? I'm sure we've all learned these lessons before, and promptly forgot them. Look, we'll give the people inside one last chance to come out and surrender, about an hour before we pull the plug. After that, we blow the place up, and we'll have the gunnery crews from a couple of the destroyers spend the next forty-eight hours making sure anything that looks like it might be holding survivors, isn't."

"I think we've beaten this topic to death," Witner said with a snort. "I also think Chase is right. Now, I've told Colonel Martin he can begin his assault on the planet whenever he's ready, which will probably be within the hour. He's asked for a ground bombardment of several military installations just prior to when he launches, and I've okayed that, as well."

"Will he be needing the Dire Wolves or the Timber Wolves?" Claire asked.

"I've already got the Timber Wolves standing by; I want to hold the Dire Wolves in reserve in case of any unexpected arrivals over the next week while we're here. But that leads me to ask, Chase, where are we going next?"

"Not to Pasha, but I very much would like to send as many cargo ships as we can round up here, filled with all the food and medical supplies we can find down on Norfolk, along with a battle group or two to help distribute them."

"Maybe we should ask for volunteers among the populace here," Jill mused with a thoughtful look, "to go and help the survivors."

"That is a good idea. If you want me to make the pitch, let me know, okay?"

"Chase, of course I want you to make the pitch. I think it'll go hand-in-hand with your whole 'wipe out the guilty for preying on innocents' stance. I'm sure a lot of people down below will see it as an act of redemption. In fact, I want you to address everybody in the system before Martin launches his attack."

"Does he know about this?"

"Yup, and he figures every person you can get to roll over is one less he'll have to kill."

"Ken, if it's okay with you?" Chase asked, looking up at Witner.

"You don't need to ask me for permission, Chase," Witner said with a bemused smile.

"Hey, it's still your command. I don't want to make your life any more difficult than I already do."

"Yes, I'm fine with it, especially as Jill cleared it with Colonel Martin."

"Great, we can do that as soon as we're done here," Chase said with a nod. "Now, regarding where we go next, how does Atlas sound?"

"If we do that… wait, they can't respond to that anymore, now, can they?" George said, looking thoughtful.

"It would put a lot of pressure on them," Witner agreed, "but I don't think we're ready to move on to Cor Imperii after that."

"Reason?" Keene asked.

"Because I agree with Chase that we're going to need Foxhound Base's help if we don't want to turn the planet into a smoking ruin."

"I don't want to hit Cor Imperii next, either," Chase agreed.

"I still think we should hit Juno next," Felice said looking between Chase and Witner. "Atlas after that, sure, but I think the weapons advantages we'll get from Juno will be helpful. Also, if we send a team in to hit there the day before and take down their System FTL Radio, they won't know we did it."

"Who else would?" Kerry asked.

"We're still hoping the attack on Amber by the Foxhounds will be mistaken for us," Felice pointed out. "The longer we can hold on to that bit of misdirection, the more it'll be worth."

Chase thought about that, along with everyone else.

"So, Juno it is," Witner said. "Agreed?"

"Works for me," Chase said with a nod as everyone else voiced their agreement.

"Great, now I've got a few mundane things we need to go over, then Chase can make Jill's announcement, and we can get back to securing the system."

Chase's speech was brief and to the point: "To everyone on Norfolk, your leaders messed up, and unless you want to pay an even dearer price than many of you already have, the time to surrender to me, Emperor Chase Collisward Morgan, is now. As you may know, 3rd Fleet bombed the civilians at Pasha, killing tens of millions of people, which is why 3rd Fleet no longer exists.

"I'll be organizing a relief effort to go to Pasha as soon as we're done fighting here, which is another reason for you to stop resisting the inevitable, surrender, and rejoin the Empire—which I think you all realize treated you better than these 'Democratic People's Republic' clowns ever did.

"I'll be looking for volunteers to go to Pasha to help with this relief effort. It would please me greatly if some of you would willingly elect to go. They're your neighbors and fellow citizens. They need help. So please consider it.

"Now, don't make me come down there and spank you like I did the 3rd Fleet and Half-Light Station. None of us would appreciate that."

Chase turned and walked away from the podium just as the light on the camera went out.

"How was I?" he asked Jill.

"Blunt, to the point, and direct. Anybody sitting on the fence probably just got the wakeup call they needed to come down off of it."

"I like the 'make me come down there' part," Claire said with a smirk. "Makes them sound like wayward children, and now Daddy's home."

"I just hope it works," Chase said with a shrug. "I've never been here, so I've never gotten a read on these people."

"A lot of the old core worlds, which Norfolk is, aren't all that different from Cor Imperii," Jill told him. "Besides, standing up there and showing everyone that House Morgan is back, we have an emperor, and the DPRS is being destroyed should do wonders."

"I just keep thinking how much harder this would be if they'd ruled fairly, and not like a bunch of entitled children," Chase said, shaking his head slowly. "You have to wonder how anybody smart enough to end up in charge can be so stupid."

"Because sheer animal cunning and charisma doesn't take any real brains. Because they're bad—hell, evil even—people, so they think everyone else must be the same, and they have to rule that way to keep them all in check."

Claire nodded. "Yeah, the worst of us always see the worst in everyone else; they look at people like mirrors, not individuals. The idea that the rest of the world isn't broken like them is something they'll never consider."

"I guess I can understand that. Now let's hit the mess; I'm starved."

#

"So we lost 3rd Fleet," Ryan said, looking around the room.

"Completely?" Jim asked. "What about survivors?"

"There aren't any. That bastard hunted down everyone, including any who escaped when the ships that tried to surrender were scuttled by their AIs, per Neill's orders."

"Why'd he do that? Hasn't he taken prisoners in the past?" Ken asked.

"Because 3rd Fleet bombed Pasha—which, at the time, was undefended and had a primarily civilian population—he declared it a war crime, and said all of 3rd Fleet was to be destroyed, and every last sailor was to be killed."

"Is that why he blew up Half-Light Station?" Ward asked.

"Ah, you heard about that?"

"The security contingent had holed up in their part of the station and refused to come out. They didn't believe Chase would actually destroy the station."

Ryan snorted. "He's a Morgan; of course he was going to destroy the station! How many did you lose?"

"Fifty-seven of our people, and another thirty-two political officers who'd also taken refuge there."

"Twelve members of our command staff also thought they'd call his bluff," Ryan said, shaking his head.

"So what do we do?" Mark Mersh, the minister of the Interior, asked.

"We need to bring the 4th Fleet back here. I need to work harder on getting 2nd Fleet back up to speed."

"What good will that do?"

"Sooner or later—and I'm betting on sooner—that asshole is going to come here."

"Why would he do that?" Jim asked.

"Oh, I don't know, because we killed his father? His grandfather? His aunts and uncles? Because he can't really declare himself the emperor of Solaria if he doesn't take the capital? Because he's a mean son-of-a-bitch who wants all of us dead for what we did to him when he was here?

"Take your pick."

"All I want to know is, do you think we can win?" Connolly asked.

"With 4th Fleet, we have a damn good chance of it. We'll have more tonnage than he does. Add into that all the static defenses the system has, and I can all but guarantee it. BUT—" Ryan paused and looked at Connolly, then Ward "—we need to have 4th Fleet here. Not out guarding planets we don't give a shit about, and that won't matter if we're all dead! You need to get Neill to recall them, to bring them home, so I can lay a trap for that pompous little bastard when he finally shows up in that old asteroid of his!"

"So you don't think you can win with just 1st and 2nd Fleets?"

Ryan sighed. "Normally, I'd say we could. We should. But I'm not taking any chances with my life, my family's life, or any of your lives, either. I promised, I promised I would keep us all safe when I took this job. Well, the only way I know for sure to guarantee that promise is to have 4th Fleet here.

"Look, I can't say this enough. If we don't win this, every other argument is pointless. If we do win this, we can get back everything we lost, because we'll still have more ships, more armaments, more raw power than anybody else in the damn galaxy. Sure, we'll probably only have a dozen or so planets, but that's way better than being dead, right?"

Connolly looked at Ward, who looked back, and they both nodded to each other.

"We'll get Neill to order the 4th Fleet home," Ward said.

"Thank you!" Ryan said, blowing out his breath with a smile. "Finally, some good news."

"So what about Norfolk?" Jim asked.

"Who gives a damn about Norfolk? Who gives a damn about any of the other planets? Jim, right now the only thing I'm going to be focused on is Cor Imperii. Once we've killed that bastard, and brought the Wolfhounds to heel, then you can talk to me about the rest of the Republic. But until then? I don't care."

Jim nodded, looking a little surprised, but Ryan was sure he'd cope. Jim was good at making people forget about reality. Sometimes Ryan wondered if Jim even lived in the same world as the rest of them.

"I've gotta get to work on fixing this," Ryan said, standing up. "From this point on, you need me; I'll be in my office, or out visiting my admirals and captains."

Everyone nodded and watched as Ryan left the office.

"So, just how screwed are we?" Mark asked.

"Very," Jake said. "This is going to screw our economy all out of whack."

"I was talking about the coming attack, Jake."

"Eh, Ryan's always delivered so far. Man takes his work and his word seriously. I'm sure it'll be scary, and we'll take some damage down here on the planet, but he'll win. Ryan always wins. That man, he delivers."

"Well, in that case, I need to get to work, making sure we've got enough food laid in to feed us after the fight. I've finally got production back up to where it was when all this started. Wouldn't do for me to slack off now. If nobody's got anything else?"

Everyone shook their heads no.

"Then I'm off, too. See you all at next week's meeting."

#

Neill was sitting with Jennifer, his wife, at her favorite restaurant in town. They'd been coming out here two or three times a week of late. Part of that was because the new cook here was a friend of hers, and part of it was to show people that Phillip T. Neill wasn't afraid of some upstart, self-declared emperor, who was really no more than a street rat with pretensions and a bunch of doctored videos.

Though he had to admit, this friend of his wife, this Karyn, she could cook. She was also rather pleasing to the eye, and just a little shy around him. He knew that look. She knew he was rich and powerful, that he could have anything he wanted—including her. It was like a moth to a flame. She both wanted him and was afraid of him. Probably also didn't want to upset her friend, either.

Phillip had to smile. He knew Jennifer wouldn't mind him sleeping with her friend, especially as Jennifer's pregnancy was clearly showing. Maybe he should offer Karyn a job at his estate? The food his current cook made was good, because he wouldn't tolerate anything else, but it might be time for a change. A nice, young, and attractive change.

End Book 4

(Please be kind and leave a review or a rating!)


Afterword

Hello again, everybody! For those of you who read afterwords (honestly, I was shocked to learn there are people who skip these—don't make me use Forewords!) I'd hoped to get this out a few weeks earlier, but we got a puppy (not my decision, but the other dog was having issues being alone) and I got sick, and even picked up an injury. Still, I only ran about 10 days past my schedule, so I guess I shouldn't complain.

As always, Please Leave a Review or Rating! Written reviews are, of course, better than ratings, because Amazon weighs those more heavily. If you enjoyed this book, a 5- or 4-star review would help me tremendously. Those are the only positive reviews Amazon allows. The others are all considered negative.

Going forward, this current story will be wrapped up in the next book, book #5. What happens after that? Chances are good that I'll write a follow-on series, so be on the lookout. But I do need to finish Ghost Warrior Book 2, and the next Portals of Infinity Book. Plus, there are a few other projects that need my attention. So there may be a few months between the ending of the next book in this series, and the start of another one (in this universe).

And now, as always, on to the shilling.

Some other people I enjoy reading, and you might, as well:

Dorothy Grant—Dorothy is a good friend of mine, and she writes what she laughingly refers to as 'tactical romance'. Part of this is due to how she grew up, and part of this is because of who her husband is, as well as a lot of her friends. Going Ballistic is the start (at least I think it is, that's where I started) of her newest series, and honestly? It's hard to put down her books. Understand, all her advisors are war/combat veterans with lots of experience. She's also a former Alaskan bush pilot, so she's seen some things…

Raconteur Press—Raconteur Press is a new (well, maybe not so new anymore) small press startup being run by several of my good friends in Texas. Currently, they're concentrating on anthologies, all of which are fun, and very much worth checking out. I've even written some stories for them. Please go give them a look; they're worth it. They also pay their contributors quite well and possibly have the best contract terms for authors out there! https://thelawdogfiles.com/raconteur-press

William D. Arand—Please check him out; he's good. I've been a big fan of William's since I discovered his work. It was kind of a funny moment for me when I found out he was a fan of my stuff as well. I'm honestly beginning to suspect that he can't write a bad story, because every book he writes is just so much better than the one before. You should really buy his books.

Blaise Corvin—I've been a fan of Blaise for some time now, it started with the Delvers LLC books. Then came Mitigating Risk, the Nora Hazard books. Lately, he's got a new bunch that really have me hooked. Past Life Hero is hands down one of my favorite books out there right now. I'm not sure on the release date currently, but I highly recommend it. Blaise is a cool guy and a great author, so buy his books, too.

Michael-Scott Earle—Yes! Michael-Scott's out there, and he's still doing ebooks and audiobooks, and even games now! He's just not on Amazon anymore. If you want to find him and read his works again, please go here: www.michaelscottearle.com

Michael-Scott is another really good author; we've been contemporaries for years, he's just a way faster writer than I am, with really great ideas. He also plays bass, like I do, so you know he's good! Seriously, if you haven't already, you should check him out. You won't regret it.

Again, thank you for your support, and for buying my books. It means a lot to me to be able to entertain you, show you all these crazy places that exist inside my head, and not get locked up for it! :-D

My website is:

http://johnvanstry.com/

Occasional announcements:

https://jvanstry.blogspot.com/

Mailing List (The 'zon doesn't always send out alerts):

http://johnvanstry.com/mailinglist.html

Email:

vanstry@gmail.com

My Amazon Author's webpage:

https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I
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