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This book is dedicated to the memory of King, my German Shepherd.

05/23/2011 - 03/14/2024

You were there every day from the beginning of my writing career until now.

I will miss you.
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Prologue

Captain Witner's Dayroom

"So that's our status as it currently stands on repairs," Commander Keene said, looking around the table at the rest of the command staff team as they sat in Captain Witner's dayroom. "My recommendation is that we extend at least two weeks past our original sixty-day checkpoint. I don't think it's critical, but I'd rather not put my teams under too heavy a load, if we can avoid it, until it becomes necessary."

"A valid point," Captain Witner agreed. "George? How's recruitment going?"

"Quite well, Captain. Chase's help has made a significant contribution. All of the older hands who served under Emperor Charles have taken the news that Charles and his family were assassinated to heart. That they'd been lied to has become a personal issue for many of them. Add to that the abuse they and their families have had to endure, and they're very much interested in returning to the 'way things were'.

"For a lot of the rank and file, the removal of the political officers was a huge boost to morale, and the punishment of those same political officers—as well as the officers who abused their rank and privileges—has also helped."

"Plus, they all saw how 'easily' we defeated them," Lt. Commander Jill Harlen, the head of intelligence, said in response to Lt. Commander George Crossman's comments.

"Yes, people do love a winner," First Officer Felice Morrow agreed.

"Kerry?" Captain Witner asked, looking over at Commander Kerry Rhodes, who was in charge of the Wolfhound Base facilities.

"Restocking hasn't been an issue at all, Captain. I've also had my people salvaging equipment from those ships Keene's people said aren't worth repairing, now that we've finished with the wrecked ones. To be honest, we've got a bit of an overstock on some of those systems that you can only get from the Tomb. I'd like to send a few of those down to the local shipyards on Tulsa that are repairing some of the ships we've flagged to stay here for system defense."

"That shouldn't be an issue; go over the list with Felice," Captain Witner said. "Chase, you got anything you want to bring up?"

Chase nodded and sat up a little straighter. It'd been almost seven weeks since the "Battle of Okla", as it was now being referred to, and he'd had to miss several of these meetings, as Commanders Rhodes, Keene, Crossman, and even Harlen had been all but running him ragged. Having an imperial prince to trot out at their meetings with the new government, the local factories, shipyards, recruitment drives, the public appearances—and, of course, running the military tribunals was an important function. So while there were times he found it a grind, as well as exhausting, he'd done it.

After all, he was the 'face' of the war now.

"Captain, I'm going to call a meeting of all the noble houses on Tulsa and Muskogee, and I'm going to require that they all send a representative."

"Isn't that a bit much?" Jill asked, frowning.

Captain Witner glanced at Jill, then back at Chase.

"Why? What's the purpose of this meeting?" he asked Chase.

"I've discussed it with Claire—and yes, even with Keene," he said, nodding to the commander. "Glaucus and Danip are both in dire straits—Danip even more so—with their having lost so many of their nobility. They have automated machinery they can't operate, and if we don't get someone out there to use it pretty soon, it won't even be usable, which will be even more of a disaster," Chase said with a sigh while shaking his head. "I'm going to ask all the nobles here if they can spare a few from their ranks to travel to Danip and Glaucus, learn those systems, and put them back into operation."

Chase stopped and looked around the table.

"I'm not just doing this as a 'prince of the empire', which would make it my responsibility, but because they're our allies, and they need our help."

"Why not have the captain do it?" Jill asked.

"He can't," Keene said.

"He can't?"

"No, only the emperor can legally assign nobles to new land grants and holdings, which is what this constitutes. Further, by having Chase here do it, that means they get to keep those holdings and establish a new noble holding for their house, or perhaps even form a new house."

"And that's good, why?" Jill asked, now obviously curious.

"Because it will encourage all of them to take a good, hard look at their resources and their household, and if they can spare anybody, they'll be very interested in taking advantage of the offer. They'll increase in both status and power, and be able to do it all under the guise of supporting the empire, our prince, and helping those in need."

Jill looked at Chase, who smiled at her, and just sighed.

"So, if it's okay with you, Captain, may I?" Chase asked, looking at Captain Witner at the head of the table.

Captain Witner nodded. "Yes, please do. I'll admit, I've been so busy looking at what's ahead of us, I forgot about the problems Glaucus and Danip are facing. I would have preferred a heads-up before today, however."

"That's my fault, Captain," Keene said. "Chase, Claire, and I had been discussing it with some of the other nobles onboard; there are a few from Tulsa serving with us. We wanted to be sure that this was something Chase could do without causing any problems among the local noble houses. After they sounded out some of their relatives, and I thought it would be pointless to bring it up here until we got some indication there would be those who'd be interested.

"Begging the Captain's pardon," Keene said with a smile, "it really is more of a nobles' issue, and it was more politically palatable to them if they thought it was coming from their prince and not, say, a Fleet captain."

"You mean a commoner," Captain Witner said with a chuckle.

"I don't think any of us, including the nobles aboard, think of you as 'common', Captain," Chase said. "I may be the face of this war, but you're the brains, as well as the leader, and everyone here knows that."

"But those on the ground don't," Keene agreed, "so we had to play politics."

"As long as Chase is involving someone from this team, I'm not going to second guess you," Captain Witner replied, "particularly on the issues of the nobility."

"We could use another noble on the team, Captain," Kerry suggested, surprising Chase as well as the others.

Captain Witner looked at Felice, who shrugged, and after a moment of thought, replied, "You may have a point there, Kerry, but I'm not sure who else we should take into our confidence on this."

"Claire," Chase said in an instant.

"Claire? You all but own her!" Jill said with a snort.

Chase laughed, "Really? That's like saying our captain owns our exec, just because they're married! Trust me, we may be lovers, but if I even tried to claim any kind of 'ownership', I'd be in a body cast the next time I showed up!"

"Claire's a good suggestion," George put in. "She's a duchess from a large and important house, which puts her up there in rank and power. She's got relatives on the crew, one of whom is a Marine major, and another who's a Navy captain, so she's well known. She knows the truth about Chase, and let's be honest here, all the nobles here either respect or down right fear her. Her mother was a McLane and a Valkyrie."

Captain Witner looked thoughtful. Recruiting Claire to the command team had been a goal of his, but not one he'd been pushing yet.

"I'll have to think about that," Captain Witner said, "but the suggestion of Claire does have merit. She's hands down one of our most experienced and knowledgeable mech pilots.

"Chase and Keene, your plan is fine with me, and unless there's anything else?" Everyone shook their heads 'no'. "Then the meeting's adjourned."

"Surprised, Ken?" Felice asked him after the others had left.

"Annoyed that I hadn't thought of it first is more like it. I wonder which one of them came up with the idea."

"You don't think it was Chase?"

Captain Witner shook his head. "If Chase had thought it up, he would have come to me first. If it was Keene or Claire, they're both nobles, so of course they'd bring it to me last, because it really is more their business than mine."

"But Chase is a noble, too."

"Yes, we know that now, but he wasn't raised as one."

"True. Then you're not concerned about this?"

"Oddly enough, no. Keene was involved, as well as Claire, and apparently several other nobles. He brought it to me before he did it, he just had his planning and background work done first. Again, how much of that was him, Keene, or even Claire, I don't know. But I'm prepared to treat this as a junior officer trying to do his job, and engaging the team members he needs for help, instead of running to his captain all the time."

Felice thought about that a moment, and then nodded. "You did say he was invaluable with helping you figure out and deal with the 3rd Fleet captains you interviewed."

"And we've all seen firsthand that he's got leadership skills. I'm starting to come around to the line of thought that Prince Lance knew what he was doing when he sent Chase here. Maybe the kid had gone through some level of pre-processing and the system kicked him out as a noble?"

"So Lance swoops in and grabs him for his team?" Felice shrugged. "I guess that makes as much sense as anything else. Especially if Chase had a history with the police, and they knew his background. His skill with a knife made it pretty clear that he's an experienced fighter. Still, that's a rough character for a prince to want to take on."

Captain Witner snorted. "Prince Lance was every inch the bastard the news stories made him out to be. He was rough, he was rude when the circumstances called for it, and he was completely fearless. The only time I ever saw him apologize to anyone was to his father, and that was only because he'd done something he thought would make his father look bad. He punched out more than one enlisted or officer that wasn't doing their job or showing respect, and the rumors about the bar fights he'd get into weren't faked. Probably why he'd go out drinking with the Marines whenever they were looking for trouble."

Captain Witner chuckled. "Honestly? It would've been fun to see him and Chase go at it, especially after all the training Claire's been giving him."

"If you say so. Have you given any more thought to our next target?"

"Atlas is still highly tempting, and the ship we sent out should be getting back soon with some current intel. Or we could push in closer, say to Savitri or Hoor. That would put us within striking distance of Cor Imperii, and we could possibly end this in six months."

"Sounds to me like you're thinking of biting off more than we can chew."

"Trust me, that's not the only thing that's been keeping me from making it official. I mean, we could also go hit Norfolk, 3rd Fleet's home port; if we won there…" He shook his head. "That'd be almost as good as taking out Cor Imperii. But even with 3rd Fleet gone, the system defenses would still be a tough fight."

"I think we should move on Nocturne, then Hoor, then Savitri."

"Your reasons?"

"Nocturne is a likely place for an heir, as is Hoor, and even Savitri, after what George had to say about the place. But if we go to Atlas, they'll be forced to take it back, if they're not already fortifying it. It's just too close to Cor Imperii—well within striking distance for us."

"And Neill's people will realize that, of course."

"Besides, with 3rd Fleet down until they can rebuild it, Savitri, Brahma, and even Pasha are a lot more vulnerable to us."

"That also moves us in the direction of the Tomb," Captain Witner pointed out.

"Which, once we find an heir, we need to go to anyway," Felice replied.

"The truth is, we can't attack Cor Imperii until we have an heir, and we've made significant reductions in Neill's power. Not if we want to remain an effective fighting force after all's said and done."

"And taking away planets accomplishes that goal."

Captain Witner nodded. "Yes, it does. But still, we need an heir. Not just because it means we can go to the Tomb—not because of anything other than that's the only way we'll ever fulfill our oaths to the emperor. By returning a Morgan to the throne."

"But what if we don't find one?"

"Artemis made the very astute point that with all that lies before us, worrying about that now is simply a waste of time."

"So when do we start worrying about it?"

"I'd say about the time we're getting ready to leave Savitri."

#

"Our data was pulled off the satellites sometime in the last seven days," Lieutenant JG Hank Combs said, looking at Ensign Lacey McCree, who was now effectively his girlfriend, and Chief Greg LaComb. They were both sitting in a booth at a small bar, not the one PO Clive Macy, their engineering hand, was working at. None of them were quite sure just how much they trusted Clive, especially as he was now heavily involved in the local black market.

"When did you discover this?" Chief LaComb asked.

"I flew out to the Pooka this morning while I was scouting the game for tomorrow's weekly hunt. I fired up the encrypted comms to upload our monthly data package, and I saw that the memory buffers were empty."

"There was nothing in the download queue, I take it?"

"Nope. But now that they know what we're doing, I'm guessing next time there will be."

"So the question now is, what is our next step?" Lacey asked in a low voice between sips of her beer.

"That is a good question, now, isn't it?" the chief agreed.

"I'd like to get some more intelligence, like we did with Patten," Hank said, looking around casually.

"Well, we can't do it here. After his disappearance, that would look suspicious."

"Yup, but there are a lot of resort towns around here. So either we lure in another asset to talk to, or we look for targets of opportunity in the area."

"How about we start blackmailing people instead?" Lacey suggested.

"Huh?" Hanks said as both he and the chief looked at her.

"We've got all this material. I say we use it. We can blackmail people for information they might consider trivial, but the intel people probably won't. We can blackmail some of the nastier ones to maybe do a few nasty things, and even expose a couple if it causes enough of a ruckus." Lacey shrugged. "Greg had a couple of political officers on the hook, and those folks sound like the type to sell out their own mothers to stay alive. We have them give us information on who's in charge of what. Then we get some of those women he was using to go after them. I mean, he had this whole operation set up to go after bureaucrats; why not just turn it on the ensigns and some of the dumber POs and sailors?"

"That's not a bad idea," Hank said, looking thoughtful. "If we can get anything on fleet movements, inside information, all that will be useful."

"Yeah, but how do we sell it to them so they don't realize who we are?" Chief LaCombs asked.

"Easy, we're one of the major defense contractors doing maintenance, and we need the information so we can underbid our competitors," Lacey said with a smile. "That we either bribed or killed Greg to get ahold of the blackmail he had on them should make it clear that we're both powerful and deadly serious. If some nobody had dealt with Greg, the security folks would all know about it, now, wouldn't they?"

"Ipso facto," Hank said, nodding slightly.

"It's low key, low risk, with high returns," the chief agreed.

"We'll make a point of asking for the contract proposals before they're released," Hank said after a moment's thought. "That's definitely the kind of thing a company would kill for, so they could get their bids in first."

"Plus the kind of information our intel people would kill for, and I think I know just the place to start."

"Oh?"

"The Naval Office of Appropriations. It's a boring and unrewarding job, and I'd be surprised if we were the only people doing this to them."

"Which would make us harder to find," Hank agreed.

"I still want us to send those women after some of the junior officers," Lacey said. "Who knows? Maybe one of them could even land a captain, or a disgruntled admiral."

"Yeah, but they have ship slaves for that now," Hank said, making a face.

"Ah, but these women are going to be willing—which, you can be sure, will make all the difference."

"I do believe you're right. Now, when do we start?"

"Tonight, we can start looking for targets. Tomorrow, we can send out assignments—let all those new 'assets' of ours know their vacation is over," Lacey said with a nasty smile.

"Well, finish your beer, and let's be about it. Night, Chief!"

"Night, just let me know what my end is in all this."

"Will do."

#

Jericho heard the door open. Looking up from his workbench in the front of his shop, he noticed three men had entered. One was a Navy lieutenant, in uniform, with an intelligence rating on his collar. The other two were in Homeland Security uniforms.

"Can I help you, gentlemen?" Jericho asked as he continued working on the radio unit.

"Lieutenant Rhodes?" the Navy man asked.

"Just Jericho Rhodes now, Lieutenant. I got caught in the RIF when they took down 6th Fleet. Shame, too, I was looking at my lieutenant commander's board. Really wanted to get my twenty in. What can I do for you today?"

"Word is from the constables that you're the man to ask if anybody has questions on radios."

Jericho paused and looked up at him. "Surely you don't mean to tell me you guys don't have your own radio techs?"

"We do, but we need somebody with more of a… local knowledge. More specialized knowledge."

"Hold it right there," Jericho said, putting his hand up. "I'm still under restrictions when it comes to talking about any sensitive equipment I may or may not have worked on. I'd need a captain—or higher—from Fleet Electronic Systems Command to give me signed approval, in person, before I could talk about any of that. As an intel officer, you should know that," Jericho said, scowling.

"That's not why we're here, exactly," one of the Homeland men said. "Is there a private place we can talk?"

"I'm the only one working here today, and with the work I do for the city's constables, as well as a couple of the private security firms, I sweep this place daily. This is about as private as it gets. Now, before we go any further, how about some introductions?"

"Oh, sorry!" the lieutenant said. "I'm Lieutenant Paul Craig; I currently work on special projects for Ryan Platt's office. These two are Tony Marshal and Jack Squire. Tony works in the Intelligence Division, and Jack is the local liaison to the mayor here."

"Gentlemen," Jericho replied with a smile. "Now, what brings you here?"

"The broadcast that overrode the daily programming a little over four months ago, what do you know about it?"

Jericho shrugged. "Not much, I was in here working. Oh, I heard the rumors and all that. They said some Navy guy panicked and launched a dazzler to shut it down." Jericho barked out a laugh and shook his head. "No way any Navy guy would make that kind of career-ending mistake! Right?" he asked, then winked at Paul. "I'm guessing someone over at Homeland panicked and used that fancy gunboat you guys get to sail around in."

Jack held up his hands. "Not guilty! I did time on the destroyers, too! Trust me, if it had been one of ours, I'd have made sure he got his."

"Paul? Please don't tell me one of ours did it!"

Lieutenant Craig shook his head. "We don't know who did it. That's part of the problem."

"I'm not so sure I follow."

"We're trying to track down the equipment that was used to jam the local channels at the uplink and replace the actual broadcast with a feed from the general military channel on the System FTL Radio."

"Wait, what?" Jericho asked, giving the three of them a look. "Something like that would take a military ship! Just tapping into the System FTL channels requires some very specific hardware! I don't even want to think about the power requirements to overdrive the local transmitter!"

"We believe they were using a couple of air trucks," Marshal said.

"Those would have to be pretty big trucks. Even then, it'd take days to hook it all together once you got it on site, and I don't even want to think about how you'd power it. You'd need a generator the size of a house, easily.

"On the other hand, the moment they fired that thing up, it must've stood out like a Marine at a Navy ball. You're not telling me you can't find it, are you?"

Craig and Marshal exchanged glances.

"There was nothing there, when we got there," Lieutenant Craig said.

"How long did you wait?"

"With  all the chaos, it wasn't until the next morning that we were able to get some security officers over there to find any evidence."

"What did you find?"

"First, we found the casing for the dazzler—"

"Wait, you found what?"

"The tube casing for the missile," Lieutenant Craig said, looking puzzled.

Jericho frowned a moment.

"You know what? Pull up a chair and sit, then I want you to tell me, in order, everything you learned, from the moment that signal got hijacked."

"Why would we do that?"

"Because you came here looking for an expert opinion, and while I may not be able to go into details on everything, some of what you're telling me just don't make much sense. So, sit! Talk! The idea of somebody firing missiles near the city where I live isn't one that makes me happy. I'm sure Jack there feels the same way."

"Man has a point," Squire said.

Dragging over some chairs, they all sat down and listened as Lieutenant Craig went over the events of that day, what they'd found, and when they'd found it.

"So you think they were in the old shipyard over in the 17th Ward?"

"Yes, sir," Craig said, nodding. "That's where we found the casings."

"Has anything over there changed since then?"

"No, we've sealed it, and we have it under guard now."

"Just a minute," Jericho said and, picking up the phone by his desk, he punched in a number. "Hi, hon. Look, an old Navy friend stopped by, Lieutenant Craig, he's got a problem with one of the old systems I worked on, and I offered to give him a hand, so I'm gonna be back late. Okay, bye."

"Sir?"

"Give me a moment to lock up, then you can take me out to where this happened."

"Why would you want to do that?" Marshal asked.

"They don't make any kind of handheld or portable launcher for Navy missiles. They're too big, too powerful. But you've got an abandoned yard with several old Navy ships sitting in it. I'm betting they used one of those. Hell, depending on what kinds of ships are there, maybe they hid their gear inside one of them? Did anybody search them?"

"Now that you mention it, no, I don't believe they did."

"You know, the idea that someone just landed a ship in there and hid isn't a bad one, either," Jericho said as he led them out the front of the shop, locked the door, and triggered the riot gate to slide down and lock.

"I don't think anyone would've missed a Navy ship," Marshal said.

"No, but an old tender? The Navy sells those off, and people do use them, especially around shipyards. Some of them come with pretty powerful power plants, too, come to think of it. You might want to ask somebody from the bureau of ships what they think. Now, let's see what you've got."


Tulsa

Nobles' Hall

"Nobles' Hall?" Chase asked, looking over at Claire, who was standing beside him.

"Every planet has one, and on the more populous ones, there's several, but there's always a main one."

"I don't recall there being one on Portlandia—or Glaucus, for that matter."

"I suspect the republic shut them down, seeing as they hadn't left them with enough nobles to need one," Claire replied with a snort. "But here? With everything being built and grown here, they needed to keep a large number of nobles, and well, these halls do help the different groups and classes of nobles to coordinate and plan."

"I'd have thought that the last thing Neill and his cronies would want the nobles to be doing is planning," Chase said with a snort of his own.

"Oh, I'm sure they had lots of political officers in there to keep an eye on everything, and a firing squad out back to deal with anyone who they even suspected were getting out of line. But running all the automation on a planet takes a lot of coordination. There are jobs that will always be there and will always need doing, of course, but there are also jobs that are seasonal; there are jobs that some years need to produce more, and others, less. There are shifting dynamics, and all of that means there are some nobles who have to shift, as well."

"Ah, okay, I think I can understand that."

Claire looked at him and flashed him a grin. "Oh, but it gets worse!"

"How can it get worse?"

"Some jobs require training, and that training can take anything from a few months to a few years, or even a decade! You can't just go shifting people around willy-nilly. They have to know the job; they have to, at some point, been cross-trained. So you may have to move people out of a job that's stable into one that isn't, because they know how to do it, and no one else does, or not enough people do."

Chase thought about that for a moment. "Damn, I can almost hear the arguments! Of course, that means you have to make sure enough of your people are cross-trained, so you can move them around, as well, don't you?"

"Yup, and it's the job of the dukes to make sure that after all the shuffling and arguing has been done, that no one House is getting hit harder than any other, but if it should come to pass that there's no other choice, that the House getting screwed gets compensated."

"And more people get cross-trained."

"Exactly. All this also gets an imperial review, to be sure everyone's staying honest."

Chase stopped dead in his tracks and facepalmed.

"I'm about to be inundated with complaints about unfair assignments, aren't I?"

Claire giggled. "Yeeeup."

"You could've warned me."

"Now where's the fun in that?" she asked, still giggling.

"And I thought I had it bad when you were breaking my bones."

"Oh, don't be a wimp. I'm sure most of the complaints won't be fair ones, and trust me, word will get around through the rumor mill to all the other planets that, now there's an emperor again, things need to be put right before he shows up and puts them right for you."

"They'll worry about that?" Chase asked, giving her the eye.

"Oh, yeah! Because the dukes in charge are the ones who'll have to pony up any 'adjustments' you believe need to be made. Which typically have a penalty tacked on to them, as well."

"Because the emperor doesn't like it when he has to clean up messes for those who are supposed to know better," Chase said with a nod and started walking again. "That makes sense."

They came out of the hallway into a very large assembly room.

"All rise for Prince Chase, heir to the empire!" someone called out and tapped what sounded like a gavel. Everyone stood, and Chase just nodded and smiled as he walked down the aisle to the table that was the focus of the room. It was long and narrow, and there were a number of people sitting behind it. The center seat, the emperor's seat, was empty. Normally, the senior-most duke or duchess sat in it, as the emperor's representative. But with Chase here today, that position was his.

Claire split off to take a visitors' seat in the front row of the auditorium as Chase circled around the table to take the center seat. His security spread out around the room, with two of them standing behind him, one of whom was guarding the rear. Pulling out his chair, he stood in front of it and looked around the chamber. Every noble family had sent at least one representative, and a few had sent two. Everyone was still standing, as, per custom and the rules, no one could sit down until he had.

Chase smiled.

"Before I sit down, and we start in on the undoubtedly long list of issues, there are two things I'd like to address. First, thank you all for coming today, and understand that, as the prince and the heir to the empire, I understand just how important all of you are to the health and wellbeing of our empire. I know things aren't currently as they should be, and I intend to spend however many years—or decades—it takes to return things to they way they were when my grandfather, Emperor Charles Augustus Tyrell Morgan, ruled.

"Second—and I'm not looking for an answer or response to this today, but I want all of you to think on it when we're done here and give me a response tomorrow—is this: Glaucus and Danip are suffering greatly from a lack of nobles. Glaucus' fishing industry is on the verge of collapse. Danip's mining industry has collapsed, and if action isn't taken soon, the equipment and the mines will fall into ruin. Some of you may be able to spare a few House members to travel to these two places and set up cadet Houses with Imperial approval. Now, I'm not looking to beggar any Houses here, nor am I looking to disrupt things in the Okla system any more than they already are. However, my subjects on those two planets are in need of help. So if we can figure out a way to help them, you will have my gratitude, as well as that of House Morgan.

"Now, be seated," Chase said and sat down in his chair. He could hear the murmuring, not just from the crowd in front of him, but from several of the dukes and duchesses seated to either side of him at the table.

"Duchess Schlesinger, would you be so kind as to begin?" Chase asked, looking at the older woman seated to his right.

"Thank you, Your Royal Highness, and thank you for dropping that little surprise in our laps."

Chase laughed. "Sorry, but as a Morgan, I had to do it. They need our help, and if I don't take care of them, my late grandfather will undoubtedly haunt me."

Duchess Schlesinger sighed and shook her head. "Having once met him, I don't doubt that for an instant. Now, as I'm sure you're aware, we have a large number of petitions from a number of the lesser Houses that seek to redress what they consider to be situations where their treatment was less than they believe they deserved."

Chase nodded. "This is going to take all day, isn't it?"

"Sadly, Your Royal Highness, I believe so."

"Well, let's get started. I can't very well ask my nobles for a favor if I'm not willing to listen to their problems—and, please, you may all address me as Prince Chase for the rest of this audience. Now, who has the first grievance?"

"Earl Christina Rothman, please come down and present your case."

Chase watched as a very old woman stood up and made her way down to the front.

"Prince Chase," she said with a slight curtsey as she stopped on the other side of the table. "My family's stake in the smelters in the Gadsden province have been significantly cut over the last ten years, every time we've been forced to re-sort the priorities and jobs of my House to satisfy the planetary governor. The cost to my House has been substantial."

"Someone please get Earl Christina a chair," Chase said, looking at one of the aides in the room.

"I can stand, Your Royal Highness."

"Christina, you'll please excuse me if, in this circumstance, my manners suggest that you may be seated after having made your initial presentation. Your prince may at times be rude, crass, and otherwise poorly behaved due to his poor upbringing; however, I still retain a certain level of respect for those who have managed to wrestle a far greater number of years from the battle that is life than I currently have."

Earl Christina laughed, and Chase had to admit, he liked the sound of it.

"Well, then, far be it from me to refuse the entreaties of our prince." With that, she sat down in the chair one of the aides had quickly provided.

"Now, let's go over this, shall we?"

Earl Christina's case was a good one; Chase could see that. The counter-argument that was presented by Duchess Schlesinger, however, was also a reasonable one. Due to the demands of the governor, who'd been backed by the full force of Neill's DPRS Parliament, a number of decisions had been forced onto House Rothman. Chase made a note on his tablet of which House had profited from those decisions.

When Earl Christina was done, he thanked her and assured her that there'd be some changes made.

Then came Earl Howard of House Ringold.

Then another earl, and another. They got to the counts and countesses about an hour before they broke for lunch, which Chase announced would only be thirty minutes.

"Okay, Teresa, spill." Chase sighed as he and Claire sat down to dinner with Duchess Schlesinger many hours later. Chase had told everyone to be back at 1930.

"Noticed our little problem, did you?"

"I noticed three of them. Now, I want to hear your side of the story before I go in there and lay down the law," Chase said with a sigh.

"Duchess Emily of House Coyet is twenty-seven. Her father was hauled out and shot, along with her mother and all of her older brothers, leaving only her and her younger brother and sister. She was seventeen at the time.

"So she traveled to the capitol, threw herself at the feet of the new governor, begged for mercy, and said she'd do anything if he'd spare her family from any further attacks."

"So he made her his mistress?" Claire asked.

"Yes. It didn't hurt that Emily's quite beautiful and was quite willing to do whatever he wanted her to do. I suspect she'll be killing herself, now that he's gone."

"Why?" Chase asked.

"Because she was afraid if she killed herself while he was still alive, he'd punish her family?" Duchess Schlesinger said, shaking her head. "She confided in me, several times, what her life had become. Over time, the governor started to reward her family. I guess he thought she loved him, because she never said no to him."

Chase blew out his breath and shook his head. "Shit. What about Earl Brayson?"

"Oh, he's a real piece of work. He kicked back an additional 15% of the monies his House was taking in, under the table, to the governor. So of course the governor expanded his influence."

"And Earl Dougherty?"

"Chet told me he was kissing up to the governor as a matter of survival, and if we didn't like it, well, we all knew where he lived and slept, and he'd be sure to leave the door unlocked. While a lot of us hated him for what he was doing, he never lied about it, he was always upfront. He also continued to hire and pay some of the family members of the nobles whose operations he was ordered to take over. He's definitely the most pragmatic, and I'll bet you get a lot of 'volunteers' from his house, because he probably figures he's going to lose everything."

"Should I kill him?"

Chase watched as Duchess Schlesinger considered that a moment, then shook her head. "No, I don't know if he deserves that. He might have been a bit of an opportunist, but for all that he put his family first, he also never left anybody else out in the cold. Now, Brayson? Yeah, I'd say to kill him. He ruined and hurt a lot of people. Anything that was profitable, like Christina's family smelter? He slowly took it over by whispering in the governor's ear about how much more money they could both make."

"Okay, so Brayson I make an example out of; what about the rest of his house?"

"Send the junior members to Danip. With what they've been doing, I think they'll understand how to run the mining equipment there."

"Change their House name," Claire said.

"Huh? Why?" Chase asked, looking at her.

"It divorces them from the rest of their House and makes it clear that the emperor, namely you, is unhappy with their behavior. Also, you're going to need to send a couple of people from one of the ducal Houses to assert authority over them as a reminder that they need to behave themselves."

"She has a point," Duchess Schlesinger said with a thoughtful look. "In fact, I think I could recommend a few from House Coyet who'll probably be looking for work anyway, once you set things right. Assuming you know what you're doing with that?"

Chase nodded. "I'm going to set everything back to the way it was three months prior to the death of my grandfather. Then I'll see about cutting Brayson's holdings by an additional 80%. Dougherty will be encouraged to send folks to Glaucus and Portlandia, as well, though we'll need some ducal level people for Glaucus. Portlandia still has one ducal House left, plus a couple of earls."

"What are you going to do about the Coyet House?"

"Well, if Emily is already dead, I'll make a speech about how sad I am about the things she had to do to protect her house and forgive them any transgressions."

"And if she's not?"

"I'll pack her off to Glaucus so she can get a new start." Chase shrugged. "Unless you have a better suggestion?"

Duchess Schlesinger shook her head. "I honestly don't know. She was too young to deal with what she did, at least in my opinion. Then again, if she'd been older, she'd probably be dead. It was a brave and terrible thing she did, and I'm afraid the price she paid was a dear one. The former governor did not treat her well. He was a very sick man."

"Well, give her a call, and if she's still alive, tell her we don't blame her," Claire said.

"Yes, very much that," Chase agreed with a heavy sigh, "very much that. Too many people keep having to pay the price for the evils Neill and his people have wrought, and every victory, no matter how small, will help me sleep better at night."

Thirty minutes later, Chase returned to the Nobles' Hall. He wondered how many of them realized he was going to start passing judgment. He also wondered if Brayson and Dougherty realized they were in trouble.

That would be interesting, he was sure.

Walking around behind the table to his seat, he stood before it once again and looked around the room.

"I've come to several decisions on how I'm going to handle this," Chase said, looking around the hall. "The first is that all holdings will revert back to their ownership as it stood three months before the assassination of my grandfather."

"What? You can't do that!" someone gasped as the muted sounds of discussion filled the auditorium."

"Yes, I can do that, and I am doing that. That's the first part of this business."

"But I protest!" one man in the middle of the third row said.

"Too bad. The decision is final," Chase said, staring the man down.

"Just who do you think you are!"

"Prince Chase Collisward Morgan; now I suggest you shut up," Chase said, looking around the room. "The next order of business is the three noble families that profited most during the last decade. The first is House Coyet, and Duchess Emily."

Chase sighed. "It has come to my attention, and has been verified, that after everyone in her House who was older than her—including her parents—was executed in front of her, that she traveled to the capitol, threw herself at the governor's feet, and begged for mercy for the rest of her family, her House, and all those still alive who were associated with it. I've been told everyone here is familiar with that state of affairs.

"I also believe many of you know what he did to her over the last decade."

"Yeah, he gave the flip-skirt a fortune, all because she was warming his bed like a commo—"

"Finish that sentence, and I will end you," Chase said, as the man who was talking—the same man who'd spoken up before—noticed Chase had a pistol in his hand, pointed at him.

"You'd shoot me? Here?"

"Gleefully," Chase told him. "I apologize in advance for the splatter of your brains hitting everyone behind you."

The people standing behind the man were already clearing out.

"Now, what you don't know is that Duchess Emily hung herself this morning. She resigned her position and wrote an overly-detailed accounting of the things the governor had forced her to do. She thanked me for having him executed, but apologized for being unable to live with the things he'd done to her, and the things she allowed to be done to protect her family and her House.

"Therefore, the only penalty that will be assessed to House Coyet is to supply some mid- to senior-level house members to deal with the issues on Glaucus and Danip, which I suspect they'll have more than a few of, with the return of the AI supervisory jobs to their original Houses.

"Next is to deal with the Earl of Brayson."

"What? We were just trying to get by!" yelled the same man as before.

"Ah, please, do come on down, Earl Brayson; I have a thing or two to say to you."

"I can hear you just fine from up here!"

"Guards, drag his ass down here and make him kneel, and don't be gentle about it," Chase growled. "Forget to refer to me by my title one more time, and I'll just shoot you!"

Chase waited until the guards had Brayson well in hand and were dragging him, none to gently, down the stairs.

"It's come to our attention, as well, that Earl Brayson here was colluding with the enemy. In short, he was bribing the governor with a fairly large amount of money to encourage him to take property, companies, and positions from other, more deserving, or more needful Houses to enrich himself. At no time did he do anything to help any of the other noble families, and he often profited off their suffering."

The guards kicked Brayson in the back of both knees and forced him down into a kneeling position.

"Any last words before I sentence you?" Chase asked.

"What? You can't sentence me! You're a fraud!"

"Oh, no, I assure you that I am every inch a Morgan, and a prince of the Empire. If I was a fraud, I would've just hit you up for money. But we Morgans, we're much pettier than that. Oh, and cruel. We're very, very cruel to anyone who messes with what's ours, and to those who mess with our subjects and our nobles."

"I had to do it! I needed to do it to survive!"

"Well, I guess you failed at that. I find you and your House guilty. House Brayson is hereby dissolved, and you, my loudmouthed friend, are sentenced to death." Raising the pistol still in his hand, Chase shot him in the left eye before he could say another word.

"Now! For all of you who were formerly members of House Brayson, you're now members of House Collisward, the House of my mother. This gives me direct reign over you, and I'm sure the leaders of House Collisward will be in touch eventually. Understand, I expect all of you to conduct yourselves with honor at all times. I expect all of you to lend a hand to any noble or subject in need, regardless of their stature. I expect you to deal fairly and honestly in all things. If you fail, I'll have you killed for disgracing my mother's family, is that clear?"

"Yes, Your Royal Highness Prince Chase," a lone voice called out shakily from the seat next to where Earl Brayson had been sitting. It was a young man, probably in his late teens.

"Also, all of former House Brayson's holdings in this system revert to the Crown, with the sole exception of personal residences. All of you who are able to travel, will do so; I'm sending all of you to Danip. You'll establish yourselves there, see to fixing what's broken, and re-establish the mining business. Understand that I expect you to be generous with the nobles and citizens still there."

"Yes, My Prince."

"Fine, you may leave now to inform the rest of your House of the changes. Understand that I won't respond well to any challenges or hesitancy on the part of anyone in House Collisward."

"Yes, sir, Prince Chase."

"Dismissed."

Chase looked down at the small smear of blood where Earl Brayson had been kneeling. The body had already been dealt with.

"I'm Chet Dougherty, Your Royal Highness, Prince Chase," an older and heavier-looking man said, coming down out of the audience to stand before him.

"Ah, thank you for saving me the trouble of looking for you," Chase said and holstered his pistol. "There are two reasons I'm not going to shoot you."

"Yes, sir, and those are?"

"Well, the lesser reason is, while you might have cozied up to the governor, you weren't bribing him with large sums of other people's money."

"And the greater reason?"

"For all that I'm very unhappy that you ended up with the positions and property of others that you weren't entitled to, at least you made sure no one starved, no one was cut off, that there was at least some compensation going on."

"Thank you, Prince Chase."

Chase smiled at him. "Oh, don't thank me yet! I'm still going to send a fair number of your House to Glaucus to help restore their automated fishing business, and your profits will be managed by a third party for the next twenty years. Also, you're going to lose a few things you might have kept if I were to go back exactly to the time I mentioned earlier."

"Do you wish my resignation, Prince Chase?"

"I'm honestly surprised you offered, Chet."

Chet shrugged. "I bet on the DPRS, and did what I thought I had to, to keep my House alive. With all the killing going on in those first few years, I wasn't sure we'd survive. I'm happy to see I was wrong, but I won't make any excuses for my past actions. I suspect my children will ask me to step down once I get home, anyway. Not that I'd blame them. There's going to be a lot of ill will focused on me now, I'm sure."

"Well, you're dismissed." Chase looked around the rest of the auditorium. "That's it. I'll be going over the distributions with Duchess Schlesinger tonight and tomorrow. There will be a two-week transition period to make sure everything's handled smoothly. Understand, I now have all the assets of the former House Brayson. I'll be looking to distribute them. So, please, don't piss me off, or you'll be out of the running. Dismissed."

Chase sat down in his chair as Claire got up and headed towards him, as his guards moved in a bit closer.

"That went well," Duchess Schlesinger said with a smile. "You certainly do have a way with people, Prince Chase."

"If he hadn't been such a rude asshole, he'd probably still be alive," Chase grumbled.

"Still, people are going to view you with suspicion because of what Neill and his people are saying about you. They're going to wonder if it's true."

Chase snorted, then chuckled, shaking his head. "Oh, it's true. It's all true, I'm sure. My mom got knocked up by a prince, wouldn't tell her family who did it, and wouldn't get rid of the kid. The first was probably due to dire threats, seeing as my father was a bastard, and that didn't go all that well. The second was because she loved him and wanted his son.

"Then she died of a broken heart, living in a slum, and I was left to run wild on the streets for about a decade. My father came to 'save' me from my situation, and we had words; trust me on that. I was set to become a powerful figure in the criminal underworld, and I didn't want to join the Navy. About the only good thing I can say about him is, the Navy's a far better life than the one I had before, even before I was outed as a prince.

"Still, if he wasn't dead, oh, we'd be having one hell of a fistfight."

"Then why are you doing it?"

Chase looked at her and laughed. "Because I'm a Morgan! Bastards, every single one of us! What's ours is ours, and heaven help anyone who messes with it, because we will kill you. I owe it to my mother; I owe it to her to restore her good name. And Duchess Claire McLane Geniene won't be pleased if I fail to do this. Isn't that right, dear?"

Claire smiled fiercely at him. "It's your duty as a Morgan, just as it's ours to help you as your nobility."

"I was thinking more about how you'd stop sleeping with me if I—" Chase oofed as he was kicked in the stomach, and Duchess Schlesinger started laughing.

"Ah, to be young and in love again!"


Damasco Ship Breakers

17th Ward, Empire City

Jericho looked around as they pulled into the old breaker's yard. As a Navy man, it always made him sad to see the broken-up hulls of old ships. There was security at the gate now—Homeland, not Navy. There were also a couple of watchmen on the site, as well. Unarmed, thankfully.

Looking around as they drove into the place, he saw that it was a lot larger than he'd expected. At least fifteen acres, maybe more. The models of ships he could identify were old, at least thirty years. Some were only partially broken up, which gave him the impression that the yard had gone out of business suddenly and unexpectedly.

There was an old destroyer he was slightly familiar with that had been broken into segments. Those were being pulled out of service about the time he'd gotten commissioned as an ensign. There were five frigates of two different classes, one of which he'd actually served on and was quite familiar with the type. Only one of them was in the process of being cut up when the yard had closed.

"I'm surprised no one's working here," Jericho said as they stopped and got out of the car. "There's a fortune here in scrap."

"As I understand it, the previous owner was arrested for subversive activities," Lieutenant Craig told him. "His family still owns it, but they can't sell it until the wrecks are cleared, but they don't have the funds to hire anyone to run it."

Jericho looked around and shook his head. "Get a retired bosun in here. Tell him he gets to keep the profits. Bet he'd have it all gone in a month."

Lieutenant Craig laughed at that, and Jack snickered as well.

"Yeah, got that right! Maybe I need to put a bug in my boss' ear. Since we've been minding the place, you have no idea how many locals have come by to ask if we're finally going to do something about this eyesore."

"So where were the launch casings found?"

"Over here," Lieutenant Craig said and led him to a spot where someone had stuck a wire in the ground with a yellow flag on it.

"Other half was over where that other flag is," Lieutenant Craig said, pointing.

Jericho looked at that, then looked around the yard. He saw a lot of possibilities.

"Well, let's be about it, then."

"About what?" Tony asked.

"Searching these ships," Jericho said, waving around him at the frigates.

"What for?"

"Whatever we can find," Jericho said with a shrug. "Somebody see if they can find us some flashlights, please?"

"I got it," Lieutenant Craig said. "Pick one to start with, and I'll be right back."

Going through the first frigate, Jericho got an idea of just what he was dealing with. A lot of the electronic gear, especially anything classified, had been removed a long time ago, probably when the ship had been pulled from duty.

"I think it's safe to say they weren't using any of the comm gear on this one," Jericho said as he shone his flashlight over the empty equipment bays.

"Damn, hate seeing the old lady laid low like this," Jack said.

"You know this one?" Jericho asked.

"I served on this class. I'm afraid to go look at the sterns; I might see the name of one I served on."

Jericho nodded in the dark. "Yeah, me, too. Back when I was an ensign. Let's go check the missile tubes."

"What do you want to check those for?" Tony asked.

"To see if they've been used, or could even be used."

"But the ship's dead! How could they use it to launch a missile?"

"Pretty easily," Jack said. "Dazzlers can be set for a timed burst; they don't need any tracking data. You can set that when you load it. As for launching? They used compressed air to kick 'em out of the tubes, so they don't do any damage to the launch gear. So each launcher has a manual override on the side of the tube. Let's go back to the missile bays, and I'll show ya'."

Jericho followed Tony, who was following Jack, with the lieutenant bringing up the rear. The going was slow; they had to pick their way, as there was junk on the floor in places. Two of the hatches were closed and dogged, as well, and had to be opened.

"Wonder why they closed the hatches?"

"Probably to keep anything from moving in," Lieutenant Craig said. "Bad enough we got all these spiderwebs."

"Ah, here we are," Jack said, opening the last hatch and stepping into the missile bay. There were seven tubes to a side; each one ran from the deck to the roof of the compartment, and they were three feet in diameter.

"Now," Jack said, pointing to the first one on the right, "to manually launch one, you open this box here." Kneeling down, Jack undid four quick-release clamps on a one-foot-square box next to the base of the tube and flipped it open.

"Then you grab this handle." Jack pointed to a yellow- and black-striped handle in the box.

"You pull the handle up like so, until it sticks straight up out of the box. That exposes this launch cord." Jack grabbed a large pull ring, and when he pulled it out of the box, everyone could see the cord attached.

"You step away from the tube and give it a hard yank."

Stepping back, Jack did just that, and they all heard a slight pop, followed by some hissing.

"Huh, guess there was still some pressure in the launch tanks."

"Which means someone could have used it, doesn't it?" Tony said, looking around.

"Guess we're searching all of these frigates and that destroyer tonight," Lieutenant Craig said with a nod.

"Is this the only missile bay on the ship?"

"There's a second one in the keel, but it points down," Jericho told him.

"Let me show you how they reload it," Jack said, "just so you know what you're looking at."

"Don't they load them from outside?"

"If you're in dock, yeah, it's easier. But if you're underway and in combat? You have to load them from inside. That's what that rail above our heads is; it's a hoist. To open the tube, you undo these four retainers and slide this retaining shield out of the way. Now you can open the tube; it hinges down to make it easy to slide in a new missile."

"What about the vacuum of space?"

"Oh, you reset the hatch lock before you open this. If you forget, air pressure won't allow you to fold it down—trust me, I've tried," Jack said with an embarrassed chuckle.

"Ah, you were a missile tech?" Jericho asked.

"Yup. Now, let's check the latches and see if any need resetting. Give me a minute to look."

Jericho watched as Jack went down the aisle and checked the reset mechanism on each of the tubes. Jericho knew how they worked, he'd pulled missile deck officer more than once as an ensign, but he could tell neither Tony nor the lieutenant understood what Jack was doing.

"These are all good," Jack said. "So, next ship?"

"We should probably split up, or we'll be here all night," Jericho said, looking at his watch.

"Yeah, getting in and out of these ships is a right pain," Lieutenant Craig agreed. "As you and Jack know these ships, you can team with me, and Jack can team with Tony."

"Sounds good to me," Jack replied. "I don't want to miss dinner, either!"

Jericho followed at the rear as Jack led the way and considered his options. It would be best if he could convince Lieutenant Craig and the others that the missile had been launched from one of the ships here. Because the other option, that someone had set up all the gear here in the yard—which he already knew wasn't the truth—meant they'd start looking at all the retired ET ratings in the city, of which he was one. No one else would've had the skill to do all of this.

Also, the air truck idea was absurd, because it took a Navy ship—in this case a Navy Spook Boat—to hold it, which was a lot more than a 'couple' of air trucks could haul. Sooner or later, someone would figure that out, but not until the witch hunt had taken its toll.

So he definitely needed to look for an opportunity to sell his idea. If he could get them to believe one of these old frigates had been used, he had an even better one to follow it up with.

He and the lieutenant were on the second ship since they'd teamed up. The previous ship had been in about the same condition as the first one. This frigate was the one the yard had started work on, but had only cut open the engine compartment. Nothing had been removed. He'd steered the lieutenant over to it because he had a suspicion.

"Well, I'll be damned," Lieutenant Craig said as they stepped into the missile bay, and the first tube on the left had the manual launch box open, the lever pulled to the armed position, and the launch cord tossed on the floor.

"We need to get Jack in here to look at this," Jericho said after shining his light around the room. Only one had been pulled, probably by one of the workers who'd been worried that the launch pressure tanks might still have some pressure inside and wanted to be sure they were empty before anybody started cutting into things.

"You're right," Lieutenant Craig said and, pulling out his phone, he tried to call the others.

"Damn, too much metal to get a signal. Wait here, I'll be right back."

Jericho just nodded and watched as the lieutenant quickly strode out of the room. As soon as he was out of sight, Jericho went over to the reset for the hatch. You could also use them to release the hatch, which was a requirement when reloading or unloading the tubes externally. Pulling out his handkerchief, he reached up and used it to grab the release-reset handle and pulled down, hard.

It was stuck.

Swearing softly, he grabbed it tight, jumped off the deck, and bent his knees as he came down so his entire body weight was on the handle. It came loose with a jerk that made him grunt and swear a second time, as he almost pulled his arm out of the socket. To make matters worse, his hand slipped off because of the handkerchief, and he fell to his knees, banging both of them.

Scrambling back to his feet, he checked the handle to be sure it he'd released the external hatch, then pocketed his handkerchief. He went back to where the lieutenant had left him, and none to soon, as Lieutenant Craig rejoined him.

"So, looks like you were right," Lieutenant Craig said as they waited.

"Let's wait for Jack to look at it and tell us," Jericho said, looking around some more. "I don't like jumping to conclusions; my first CO broke me of that habit on my first tour."

"I'll be surprised if this isn't it, even Jack said that whole bit with some sort of hand-launcher didn't sound possible," Lieutenant Craig said with a shrug. "But I agree with not jumping to conclusions."

Five minutes later, Jack came in, checked the reset mechanism, and swore. "Looks like this one's been fired, all right."

"You sure?" Tony asked.

"As sure as I can be. Let me check." They all watched as Jack opened up the launch tube and nodded slowly. "Yeah, this was definitely fired."

"What makes you so sure?" Lieutenant Craig asked.

"Because if the tube hatch had been sitting open since the ship got here, the tube's walls would be covered in rust. They're not airtight when they're open, and the climate here is fairly wet. Jerry there was right, they came in here with some sort of ship, probably a tender, and loaded one of the tubes. I mean, why wouldn't they? We've seen the shape they're all in. They just fired it, then left."

"Which brings up another question," Jericho said, looking at the others as they looked up at him from the tube.

"Which is?" Tony asked.

"Why? Why did they fire off a dazzler?"

"To get away, obviously."

Jericho shook his head. "But that doesn't make sense."

"Why not?"

"Because they snuck in here without anybody knowing, so why not just sneak back out? If it wasn't for those missile casings, would you have even been able to narrow it down to this spot?"

"We would have," Lieutenant Craig said with a thoughtful look, "but it would have taken us a while. Still, why would they have fired it, if not to cover their escape?"

"I can think of a reason, but it doesn't make me comfortable," Jericho said with a sigh while shaking his head.

"Which is?" Jack asked.

"Okay, the kind of gear it would take to first break into and then overpower the signal out of that station, as I told you, would take up a lot of space. It's big, it's complicated, it needs a lot of power, and," Jericho sighed again for effect, "some of it's highly classified, and no you didn't hear that from me. For someone to get their hands on it would mean you had active duty Navy folks involved. A lot of them. Far too many of them to go unnoticed."

"Go on," Tony said.

"But you could do it with a lot less gear, and a lot less power, if you didn't need all the extra hardware, the highly classified hardware, if you had a man working on the inside, someone to turn off the signal for you so you could override it."

"Then why would they use the dazzler?"

"To destroy the evidence," Jack said sharply.

"Oh, damn… You're right! Everything in the broadcast center was fried! They lost their computers, everything."

"Which is why it worries me," Jericho said slowly. "Those are all Homeland people, and that'd mean somebody's infiltrated them."

"Aww, shit," Tony said, shaking his head. "Paul, we need to talk to Ward and Connolly, and trust me, they are not going to be happy with us when we lay this at their feet."

Lieutenant Craig nodded slowly. "Yeah, I hear you, Tony, but the guys back in the Signals Intelligence group have been telling us that nobody could just break into the system like we've been thinking. Somebody would've noticed that much gear and activity. This is a lot more likely, and that fired tube over there proves we've been looking at this the wrong way.

"I mean, think about it, we think this is the place because we found those casings, right?"

"But if the only reason they fired it from here was because this was the only place they had access to a launcher…" Tony nodded. "Yeah, I see your point." Tony turned to Jericho. "Thanks for your help. If there's ever anything I can do for you, please, don't hesitate to call."

"That goes for me, too," Lieutenant Craig agreed.

"If you could get the mayor to send me some of the city's repair and refurbish work, that'd be a great help," Jericho said after a moment. "With the way prices have been going on food lately, I've barely been getting by."

"Jack?" Tony asked, looking at him.

"Yeah, I think we can do that."

"Great, that'll more than help. As for this," Jericho said, waving at the missile tube, "just doing my duty."

"Well, let's get you back home, then we've got a couple of reports to write," Lieutenant Craig said and led them back out.

"So, how trustworthy is this guy?" Jack asked after they'd dropped Jericho off.

"I've seen his record," Tony said. "Back in the early days of the rebels, back when we were still rounding them up, he brought in a couple of 'em. Ones they'd been looking for, some big bounty types."

"Is that how he got the money to open that shop?"

Tony shook his head. "He said he couldn't take the money, as he was active duty. He'd been stationed in the palace and saw the whole thing go down. Followed a couple of the rebels who fled out to their hideout and killed 'em. When he found out about the bounty, he brought their bodies in so they could mark 'em off."

"When did you find that out?" Lieutenant Craig asked.

"I called in and asked about him when you split off to check the other ships. Wanted to be sure we didn't have to arrange for custody or something if it turned out he was right."

"Good idea. Nice to know he's a loyal citizen. If he hadn't been out for so long, I was thinking of asking Ryan to call him back so he could get his twenty. We could use some more smart guys like him."

"Still might want to think about it," Jack said. "If he's looking to scrounge whatever work he can find, he might appreciate a guaranteed paycheck, followed by a nice retirement."

"Guess I should give it some thought…"

#

"Where's Chase?" Keene asked as they took their seats in the captain’s dayroom.

"Still dealing with the nobles," Captain Witner replied.

"We're dealing with our latest intelligence reports," Jill said as she set her tablet on the table.

"Umm, are you sure you want to do this without him, Captain?" Keene asked again.

"If you think there's anything in the meeting he needs to know, say so, and I'll make sure he's told," Captain Witner said with a frown. "I'm hesitant to share any of this with someone who has the potential to end up as a prisoner, and Chase does go into combat."

Keened nodded.

"Also, we did just get all this over the secure comms channel, under code, so I wanted to go over it immediately. Now, Jill, if you please?"

"First up, the Pooka made it to Empire City, and I do mean to Empire City. Apparently, JG Combs is one hell of a pilot, because after he dropped off the two infiltrators, he hid his boat in an abandoned shipyard."

"He did what?" George said, looking shocked.

"Hid a naval warship in the middle of the DPRS capital," Captain Witner said, shaking his head. "Apparently, Hank has a lot more skill than anyone realized."

"Still, why did he do that?"

"He did it," Jill said, "because he tapped into their command network and recorded data for our code crackers. He uploaded a lot of sensitive information that hadn't made it into the encoding systems, along with it when it came out. Half my analysts want to marry him," Jill said with a bemused grin.

"But it gets better," Captain Witner said, grinning.

"How does it get any better than that?" Kerry asked.

"He'd tapped into the lines when Chase's broadcast over the System FTL channels went out," Jill said, and looking up, she smiled, too. "So he took over the civilian broadcast network and put it on all the channels. Everyone within five hundred miles of Empire City saw it."

"And he's still free?"

"He fired off a dazzler, killed all their power and everything electronic, and snuck out after the sun had set. But there's more."

"I'd have thought that was enough already!" George said and they all chuckled.

"They went south to one of the resort cities. Somehow, they lured a junior minister there, and subjected him to some rather severe interrogation. Between what they got out of him, and the information he had on his person, we know everything about damn near everyone in the government. He was blackmailing dozens of people."

"A JG did all this?" Kerry said, looking shocked.

"With the help of an ensign and a senior chief," Jill said with a nod. "Have I mentioned that half of my analysts want to marry him?"

"What about our two infiltrators?"

"More good news. They managed to hook up with several former Navy officers and Navy intelligence specialists who're all members of some sort of underground resistance. And they have one embedded intelligence source, but it's not reliable. There've been a few changes going on in the government. Neill had his head of Homeland Security, Alex Kasyor, purged—he was the one behind the purging of the nobles and was apparently quite the sadist. Well, he overstepped and killed off half of the agricultural nobles, which is why they're unable to feed everyone.

"With him gone, the weekly executions have ceased, so—"

"Weekly executions?" Keene asked.

"Yes, weekly, and often quite the spectacle, according to some of the things mentioned. We're still going through it all; there's a lot of it. Neill rules by brute force and terror, though everyone seems to think that between the food shortages, the death of Kasyor, and the sudden announcement of the Wolfhounds, he's now trying to present a softer image to avoid an uprising."

"What about Chase's past? We've been hearing them talk about that," Felice asked.

"We've got a fair bit on that. They've leaked his records to the Navy—I've got a copy, by the way," Jill said with a look of distaste. "Chase was a real piece of work, trust me."

"You know they probably padded it," Keene said with a sigh. "What are their sources?"

"A retired cop and the prosecutor."

"What about the judge?" George asked with a grin.

"No, there's nothing about that. Obviously, that they're keeping secret."

"We need to talk to Chase about this, Captain," Keene said. "This does affect his ability to do his job. Forewarned is forearmed."

"Agreed," Captain Witner said.

"The next report I'd like to bring up," Jill continued, "is we now have a comprehensive list of the different groups Port Alpha was talking with when they were attacked."

"What do we know of them?" Felice asked.

"For most of them, we've been able to find recent message traffic in the System FTL Radio buffers. But for a few of them, we've found nothing."

"I take it you believe they received the same treatment Port Alpha received?"

"I think it's likely, yes."

Felice turned to the captain. "Ken, I think we should consider sending out some sort of rescue effort."

"I'd like to see a list of the places and what they produce," Kerry said.

"As would I," Keene agreed.

"Artemis, copy my file titled 'Port Alpha Co-conspirators' to everyone on the command team, please," Jill said.

"Of course, Commander."

"I also think we should send out some sort of team," Jill continued. "If nothing else, it'll be great for propaganda value when people see what was done to them. We could get lucky, however, and gain some valuable intelligence from them, if they've managed to survive."

"We could also gain some secure resource channels," Kerry said, looking at the list. "Two of these places are large outposts with manufacturing capabilities. I'm surprised they'd shut such places down."

"Have we gotten any data from the spook ships we sent to Nocturne, Atlas, or Savitri?" George asked.

"The HooHaa returned from Nocturne last night, and my analysts are still preparing a report. Squaller is due back from Savitri anytime within the next week. The Rigelian may get back before we leave here. Remember, they're all heading back to Glaucus, which is where the HooHaa is currently, though they're now on their way here to meet up with us."

"The next order of business," Captain Witner said, drawing everyone's attention back to him, "is what orders do we need to give to our assets on Cor Imperii? And in that vein, Jill, I want your team to set up a briefing on everything we've just learned, as soon as they're done going over it."

"I'd like to know how they're going to rebuild 3rd Fleet," Felice said. "We know they have to do it, because they're down to three now."

"They have two fleets in mothballs," Keene pointed out.

"Yes, however, they just lost a lot of ship captains and their crews."

"I want to know what secret projects they're running," Jill said, looking around the room. "You know they're up to something. These people are always up to something. They had to know that the gravy train from the Tomb was going to end, and one of the things we saw is it stopped four years ago. So what are they planning to fix that?"

"I don't know that they could do anything," Captain Witner replied.

"I'm sure Emperor Charles was thinking the very same thing the day they cut him down," Jill said, frowning. "I've had several of my people doing a workup on Speaker Phillip Neill, and not a single one believes he picked the day he chose for his attack by chance. The man loves his plans and was quite ruthless in his climb to the top.

"He's planning something. I can just feel it."


Shared Quarters

Wolfhound Base, Okla System

Chase smiled as Claire gave a happy sigh. The two of them were cuddling on her bed, covered in a thin sheen of sweat, the blankets off on the floor somewhere.

"Ummm, that was nice," Claire said while pushing her body against his.

"It's always nice." Chase kissed her shoulder and added, "With you."

Claire all but purred and rubbed her face against him.

"I wonder how Emily's doing?" she asked.

"Well, I hope."

"I'm happy we were able to keep her from killing herself, and while I wish we could've told everyone she was still alive, you were right, it's better if they all think she's dead. Still, it has to be hard, divorcing yourself permanently from everyone and everything you ever knew."

"I'm going to give her a new name."

"A new House name?"

"That, too, but first name, last name, all of it. I'm going to do that so no one will ever connect her to her past."

"That still won't change it, you know."

"No, it won't, but it'll at least give her some distance. I'm considering asking Tricia to teach her how to run power systems."

"She'll want something in return, you know," Claire warned him.

"Continuing to breathe might be my offer," Chase replied with the hint of a growl in his voice.

"Now, now. That isn't how the game is played. If you ask a noble for something, something not part of their duty, you need to give them a gift or do them a favor they've been wanting."

"But I'm the emperor!" Chase complained with a sigh. "Hey!" he complained and twitched in bed as Claire pinched him.

"You know better, and don't pretend you don't!" Claire replied laughing.

"Thing is, I know what she wants."

"Oh?"

"Me, in her."

"Chase! She's married!"

"Notice her husband isn't aboard? Odds are he's dead, but even if he was here, she'd still be after me. She tried to ambush me in bed. Remember?"

"Oh, right…" Claire said. "Still, you want to keep Emily onboard?"

"I don't really have much of a choice. We're sending people from the planets here to Portlandia, Danip, Glaucus—people who'll recognize her. So we might as well get her trained up into a good skill, then drop her off at the first place she likes."

"Well, it's better than what she would've had to deal with here. Hopefully, it'll keep people from hating her family."

"Which was why she wanted to kill herself in the first place," Chase said with a sigh. "She's a good woman. She deserves the chance to find a good man and have a good life."

"I had no idea you were such a romantic at heart."

"It's the result of having had such a hard life."

"Oh, really, now?"

"I'm sure I'd have turned cynical eventually, but honestly? People getting out of there and going off to live a better life was pretty rare. So whenever someone did, it made most of us happy."

"Most?"

"There's always a few people who not only want to see the world burn, but who want to destroy anybody who's happier, or who has more, and will go out of their way to try to hurt anybody who escapes the system."

"That's the truth," Claire said with a sigh. "How do you deal with them?"

"Usually, they get elected to office," Chase said, then laughed, followed by a loud grunt as the sound of Claire smacking him hard on the stomach filled the room.

"Ass!"

"But you love me anyway," Chase said, grinning as he rubbed the red imprint of her hand. "Artemis! Got any messages for me?"

"You have two, Prince Chase. The first message is a file Lieutenant Commander Jill Harlen shared with the command team yesterday. It is a list of the places that were conspiring with Port Alpha about what to do, and that have not been heard from since."

"Flag it on my tablet, please; I'll look at it after I get out of the shower. What's the second one?"

"They received the first report from the intelligence assets that are now on Cor Imperii. Your records, criminal and otherwise, have been released to the Navy, as well as several other places. It was felt that you needed to be alerted to this as soon as possible so you could decide how to deal with it. Captain Witner wants to discuss it with you prior to lunch at 1100."

"In other words, I need to be at his office before 1100."

"That would be correct, Prince Chase."

Chase stopped and thought about all that, then sighed. "They had a command staff meeting while I was dealing with the nobles, didn't they?"

"That would be correct. It was called after they received the intelligence packet, because there were some unexpected surprises in it that Jill thought they needed to hear about. There will be more detailed briefings in a day or two. However, there will be a briefing on Nocturne after lunch, and you are invited to that one, as well as Duchess Claire."

"Did they decide that at the last meeting?"

"No, I suspect Captain Witner made the decision based on your input and the others' at the last meeting you attended."

"Ah, okay. So why'd I'd get that list from Jill?"

"I suspect it was an oversight by Lt. Commander Jill Harlen; there is some discussion as to which of those places they should send a rescue mission to, to see if there are still people alive there, as well as for propaganda value, to show the atrocities committed by the Democratic Peoples Republic of Solaria against those who disagree."

"Makes sense. Later, Artemis. Now, how about we hit the shower?"

"Let's not miss breakfast; I suspect it's going to be a long day…"

#

Four hours and several training sorties later, Chase reported in to Captain Witner's office, along with Claire.

"At ease, Chase. Claire, what brings you here?"

"I thought she might want to see what she rescued me from, as well as what she's in for!" Chase quipped, and Captain Witner chuckled as Claire rolled her eyes and smacked his arm.

"Besides, I'm sure it's going to make the rounds sooner or later. Captain Morrow," he said with a nod of his head as she came in with a couple of folders.

"Felice is fine, Chase."

"Well, grab a seat," Captain Witner said and noticed that Chase deferred to Claire, who smiled at him as she sat down, and he sat beside her. He could see the signs of a much deeper relationship than he suspected the others realized.

"I brought extra copies," Felice said as she passed the folders around.

"I'm guessing you've both read all these?" Chase asked, opening it and going down the list.

"Yes, I think everyone on the team has been over it—well, everyone other than Claire."

"Huh, I'm surprised they included things I was suspected of doing, but not charged with."

"The list of charges is real?" Felice asked, looking up at him.

"Oh, it's all real. That's why I'm surprised about the things I was suspected of. You wouldn't think they'd want it to look so over the top."

"Chase, there's over two hundred crimes on that list!"

Chase looked up at Felice and looked her in the eye. "Yes, I know. I was in a gang, Felice. A criminal gang. We did crime. Lots of crime. That's how we stayed alive. When you're a teenager without a family, without a job, without anything, you've got three choices: the first is to whore yourself out to somebody, which is still a crime, though if you do it to a social worker or the like, they look the other way. Second is to become a criminal. Third is suicide. Options one and three weren't my speed, so here I am."

"What I want to know," Claire asked, looking up at him, "is how many of these are real? How many did you do?"

"All the ones I was convicted for, I either did or had some involvement in. The gun charge one—well, it wasn't my gun, and the constables knew it, but they also knew I was involved in what was going on. Sucked, but that's the way the game is played."

"How'd they know it wasn't yours?"

"Most of us didn't bother with them. Too expensive, too noisy, too risky. Recall that you had to train me on how to use one?"

"What about the ones you were charged with but not convicted?" Felice asked.

"The rape charges are all bogus. Some were brought as harassment; some were because I was sleeping with somebody's wife and got caught. The rest of them are, to some degree or other, legit. If they suspected and thought they had enough to go after you, they charged you. I think they had some weird sort of belief that if you got threatened with jail enough times, you'd change your ways," Chase said, shaking his head.

"What makes that idea so weird, Chase?"

"When the only possible change is either suicide or to become somebody's sex toy?"

"There's always the military."

"They won't take you until you're eighteen. Then of course, you try to join, and they see that you have no diploma, and they have access to your juvenile record, so they won't take you. Haven't any of you ever wondered why the only street rats in the Navy were sent there by judges?"

"The thought had never occurred to me," Felice admitted.

"It's not like there were a lot of us, to be honest. A couple thousand out of a city of millions? And probably half of us die before we even make it to twenty-one. Sure, it's a brutal life, but honestly? Look over the list. How many of those crimes are violent crimes? Yeah, a lot of thefts, some strong-arm stuff, but most of the really bad stuff, we did to each other, and none of that ever gets reported. The constables didn't care if one of us got killed; they'd investigate it until the end of their shift, if that. As far as they were concerned, we were often a self-correcting problem," Chase said with a chuckle.

"So all of the suspected are false, then?" Claire asked.

"I'm sure on some of them, it was something I was involved in, but damned if I can remember. There was always something going on, and the constables as well as the detectives used to cast accusations like a net and see who they could drag in. They get paid for charging people or bringing people in, not for convictions. Every election, they'd drag in whoever they could catch, drum up a bunch of stuff, and you'd get a week or two in jail until your case got thrown out for lack of evidence, or they didn't have enough to charge you, and back out you'd go.

"Like I said, it was how the game was played. A lot of the guys liked it, because in jail, you got fed every day and had a warm place to sleep."

"Chase, this is a pretty long list," Captain Witner said, "even taking out the ones you were only suspected of."

Chase looked at the captain, sighed, and shook his head. "Captain, I'm not really sure what to say here, or how to put it."

"Put what?"

"I lived in… well, I guess you could call it a war. If you weren't in a gang, you were prey, and you got preyed on. A lot. Until you got killed or died. If you were in a gang, you had fights inside the gang, and sometimes those could get you killed. Then there were the fights with other gangs—people often died in those fights. If you got hurt too bad, you just laid there and died, because it wasn't like you could go to a doctor or a hospital. No money.

"I've seen a lot of people die, Captain. A lot of people. Some were friends, some were fellow gang members, and some were people who I got before they got me. Some were people who just did the wrong thing or messed with the wrong person, and I watched it all play out in front of me.

"So, yes, I did a lot of crime, I did a lot of bad things, but it was that or die. That list isn't half of it, it isn't even ten percent of it, and it also doesn't cover all the very bad things that were done to me. Which is also a lot more than the things on that list. If people are going to complain about it, they need to understand that I've lived through the worst that life can do to you, and now that I'm in a position to do something about it, I will. Because having lived it, I sure as hell don't want anybody else to."

"But Chase, you're not the prince."

"Well, then, none of it really matters, does it?" Chase replied. "Captain."

Captain Witner sighed. "I get your point, Chase. It does matter, and you're right, because everyone believes you're the prince. Still, we need a way to explain how a prince of the empire found himself in such a dire situation."

"And we can't go around telling people that you got dumped because Prince Lance didn't want a bastard son," Felice agreed.

"Why not? That's pretty much what happened to me," Chase said with a shrug.

"Because we're talking about a prince of the empire, and people are going to wonder why you want to save the empire, or save them, when they didn't care about you!"

"I'm doing it for my mom!" Chase said, exasperated. "What better reason could there be than a young man wanting his dead mother to approve of him?"

"How about this," Claire said, a tad loudly, and perhaps with a hint of anger.

"Sorry," Chase said a little abashedly, while Felice and the captain turned to look at her.

"Chase's mother, who we all know was a noble, had an affair with Prince Lance and ended up pregnant. She was in love with him, so she kept the baby, but she knew enough about Imperial politics that she kept her mouth shut, even though she was thrown out of her House for having a bastard son.

"Prince Lance finds out about it. He's worried, not just about what his father might say, but about what his own enemies might do, because he can't recognize the child or any of that—again, politics. So he secretly sets Chase and his mother up in a lower-class apartment in Empire City, the kind of place no noble would ever live.

"His son is now safe, as is his mother. He visits rarely, because he needs to keep Chase a secret. A few weeks after one of those visits, while Prince Lance is off fighting for the empire, Chase's mother dies, suddenly and unexpectedly. Chase comes home from school, the body's already been removed,  he's beaten and thrown out, told never to come back, and ends up living on the streets.

"Prince Lance comes back, finds out Viola—Chase's mother—is dead, no one seems to know how or why, and no one knows what became of her son, either. He looks for Chase, but he's completely disappeared, and he assumes that whichever enemy of his murdered Viola killed Chase, as well. So he gives up.

"Fast forward, years later, when Prince Lance is working with the courts, a felony case shows up in the roster, he sees Chase's name, and immediately runs down to the courthouse to hear the case and find out if it's his long-lost son.

"Chase is pissed, because he still believes his father abandoned him. Prince Lance knows he can't just spring Chase on his father, especially not with Chase's history, so he puts him in the Navy, and not just anywhere in the Navy, but with the Wolfhounds, not only to give his son a chance to prove himself, but because it's also somewhere he can keep an eye on him, as he serves with the Wolfhounds."

Felice smiled and pointed at Claire. "Now that, that's something we can tell everyone. It's perfect; it explains everything. It's got everything. Unrequited love, politics, drama, tragedy, redemption… People will love it."

Chase sighed and nodded slowly. It fit everything perfectly, and if his father hadn't been such an ass the two times he'd met him, he'd even believe it. Turning in his chair, he took Claire's head in his hands and kissed her.

"Thanks, hon. You're right, I may hate my asshole of a father, but that's got no place in here. Everyone loves a hero with a tragic backstory."

Captain Witner and Felice watched, a little bemused at Chase's blatant display of affection.

"It is good, Chase," Witner agreed. "We need to write it up and give it to Jill for your official bio. This'll shut down their counter-narrative that you were sent here by mistake, since Prince Lance heard your trial and sentenced you to serve here."

Chase nodded as he sat back up. "Yes, Captain, it does. It also explains why they don't want anyone to know that Prince Lance sent me here, because a man like Prince Lance didn't make mistakes, and everyone else would be far too afraid to mess with a ruling he made."

"Exactly," Felice said with a smile.

"I'm glad you came to this meeting, Claire. It turned out a lot better than we'd hoped. I'm also happy to welcome you to the command team. With the situation we find ourselves in, that kind of innovative thinking is something we very much need.

"Now, let's break for lunch. Then we'll all meet back here with the rest of the team, and Jill's team can tell us what they've learned about Nocturne."

"Oh, one last thing, Captain. I hate to ask, but from one of the emails I received yesterday, as well as this meeting, it appears there was an intelligence meeting I wasn't invited to?" Chase asked as Captain Witner stood.

"Yes, there was. I didn't invite you because you were busy with the nobles' meeting, and because it's against regulations to discuss intelligence sources with combat soldiers—and you do go into combat, Chase."

Nodding, Chase stood and helped Claire out of her chair.

"I apologize for any doubts I may have had, Captain. I can't argue with either of those points, especially the second one."

"What was the file you received?" Felice asked.

"The one about the settlements that haven't been heard from since Port Alpha was attacked. I do hope we're going to investigate those, Captain?"

"Yes, I've got the ops team putting together a list of options. Several members of the team have suggested we should make sure whatever we send has space for a lot of food and other supplies, so it's turning out to be a bit more complicated than just sending out a ship to say hello."

"I don't doubt it, Captain," Chase said with a smile.

"Save us a couple seats in the mess; we'll be down in a few."

"Of course, Captain, Felice," Claire said with a smile.

Witner watched them leave with a thoughtful look on his face.

"Something wrong?" Felice asked.

Witner gave a quick shake of his head. "No, it's just that sometimes I get the feeling I'm missing something."

"Something important?"

"More like something that's going to make me feel like an idiot once I realize it's been staring me dead in the face."

"Oh, so like the first time you proposed!" Felice said, laughing.

"You know you're not helping, dear!" he complained.

"Well, I'll do my best not to rub it in when you finally figure it out. Now, let's do a quick status check on the bridge, and then go hit the mess. I'm hungry, too."

#

Ann Wells rolled her eyes and shook her head.

"Problem, Ann?" asked Justin, her co-worker.

"Helfner's being an idiot again," she said, looking up at the ceiling. "I've told him time and time and time again that if he wants to be able to run those simulations of his, he needs to let me manage what's on the main storage array and stop yelling at me every time I tell people to get their shit off of there."

"Maybe if you phrased it better?" Justin said with a laugh.

"He's just afraid I'll find out he's using the system to do stock projections and to manage his personal finances. Did you know he's getting paid three-quarters of a million credits a year?"

"Wait, what? How'd you find that out?"

"Because, when it comes to data arrays, I'm far smarter than our good doctor or anyone else on this damn station. These idiots think they can use a shadow naming convention to hide their personal data and don't seem to understand that I don't look just at their directories, I look at the space allocations, as well as what files are chewing up the time on the serials and the parallels.

"So then I go looking at what they're doing in their 'hidden' spaces. Most of them are playing games, some of which I'll admit are pretty good. But not our good doctor!"

"Wait, Doctor Helfner is using the system for his finances?"

"He sure is."

"But he's sent out several directives that no one is to use the system for personal use!"

"Ahh, so you've just noticed Helfner is a hypocrite! Haven't you realized he's a liar, too?"

Now it was Justin's turn to roll his eyes and shake his head. "You really don't like him, do you?"

"He always takes his mistakes out on me, and I have to suffer his petty bullshit every time somebody else fucks up. Do you know I haven't had a vacation in over a year?"

"I thought that was your decision."

"Nope, for all that he treats me like crap, he can't seem to live without me, because he needs me to hold his hand whenever something breaks or goes wrong. Worst of all, whenever one of his pet students or researchers gets stuck or has problems, he assigns me to go and help them!"

"I thought we weren't cleared to know what they're working on?"

Ann snorted. "Some of those programmers are so dense, it's amazing light bounces off of them, and they're not just portable black holes roaming the station. A lot of the stuff they run into, I can help them figure out without having to know the details. Like most researchers, they don't understand the process of problem solving."

"Wait, they don't?"

"Nope, but I do. Had to learn it to get my first engineering degree. The part that annoys me the most is, I've walked several of them through it more than once, yet they still can't understand it."

Justin laughed. "Having seen some of them trying to use the appliances in the break room, somehow I'm not surprised by this."

"I know, right? Still, I wish he'd stop annoying me when I'm in the middle of working on yet another of his 'special' projects."

"What's he got you doing now?"

"Apparently some of his researchers have been complaining about how much it interrupts their work to have their techs take their daily incremental backups over to that destroyer that we've got docked. So he wants me to automate it."

"Why are they doing that?"

"What? Complaining? Because that's what they're good at!" Ann said, chuckling as she went back to work on her keyboard.

"No, I meant the backups. Why are they keeping them on the ship? Hell, why is it even here? It's been here what, two months now? And no one knows why?"

"Oh, I'm sure someone knows why, but we've been here how long? Three years now? I suspect at some point, they'll leave for a few weeks, offload all the backups into some secure facility, then come back and do it all over again. I've been pushing for offsite storage since we got started."

"Still, you'd think they'd tell us."

"I'm sure the group heads all know," Ann said as she started typing, a sign to Justin that she was busy and not to be disturbed. She knew why the destroyer was out there; she'd finally gotten curious enough to hack into the secure message files Doctor Helfner used to talk to his top researchers.

Doctor Helfner's patron, Speaker Phillip T. Neill, was worried about Nocturne being attacked and taken over by some military force that was picking off all the outer systems one by one. If they came here, they were to evacuate on the destroyer. Then the station would be destroyed to keep the program out of enemy hands.

The problem Ann had with it was one of simple math. There were close to a thousand people on Belfast Station. Obviously, there were people who were going to be left behind. As the team working on Doctor Helfner's secret project numbered one hundred and eighty-five, and a destroyer couldn't take even that many, a lot of them would also be left behind—herself included. She'd seen the list of who would be allowed to leave, and it wasn't a long one.

She wasn't sure what pissed her off more, that Doctor Helfner had no problem with killing over eight hundred people who'd been keeping him alive for the last three years, or that he had no problem with killing close to two thirds of his researchers, who'd been toiling for him for the last five years, two years before even coming here?

Or that the very bastard who was always making her fix his problems, many of which were far outside her job definition, was just going to kick her to the curb and let her be killed. That he hadn't even considered, for an instant, making her one of the people who'd be leaving here, if and when the time came. She'd seen the debate over who to keep and who to leave behind, and she'd never been mentioned. Not. Even. Once.

She'd taken the job because the money was good, and the system they wanted her to work on was so advanced that it would give her time to test out a lot of her own private theories, and give her more expertise to take out into the job market after she left here.

Now she was wondering if they'd planned to kill everyone when they were done from day one.

So she'd been making her own plans. As the old saying went, 'Do unto others and then split!' The good doctor's automated backup program would be more than simple to write, because she'd written it over a month ago to make sure her backups were up to date, as well. She had no intention of being on the station any longer than Doctor Helfner.

None at all.

#

They were all seated around the table in the captain’s dayroom. Captain Witner had officially welcomed Claire to the team. Jill's expert had been brought inside and was standing at the foot of the table before a display screen. Jill had introduced them as Petty Officer Merris.

"Captain, if I may begin?" PO Merris asked after Jill had been seated.

"Please do," Captain Witner replied.

"Thank you. Nocturne is located in the Nightholme System; no one's sure why it's spelled that way. The Nightholme System is made up of a fairly old red dwarf with eight satellites."

Chase and the others watched as a series of images appeared in order on the display, showing a map of the system, followed by a picture of three planets with their names, sizes, and other data beneath.

"The first three are sterile with a non-breathable atmosphere. They are, however, mineral rich and used to support significant mining operations. According to the data obtained by the HooHaa during its survey of the system, none of those operations are currently running. Our best guess is the nobles running them were either purged or relocated by the DPRS. Three of the four outermost are nothing more than barren dwarf planets."

Another slide containing those three appeared, giving pertinent data, the same as the previous one.

"The other one's an ice giant and is the seventh planet circling the star. The locals have named it 'Frosty', and again, no, I can't shed any light on why."

The picture of an ice giant appeared on the display with more data. Each of the two moons were also displayed.

"Frosty has two moons, Pipe and Hat. However, the crew of the HooHaa noticed an anomaly."

A blurry picture of an orbital station appeared on the screen next.

"According to all our databases, there's not supposed to be a station in orbit around Frosty. On further investigation, they discovered there's a warship docked with it, along with what appears to be several shuttles, probably used to travel to Nocturne."

A series of images appeared, of higher and higher resolution as the camera drew closer.

"The markings on the ship aren't DPRS Navy, but we suspect the ship's a DPRS vessel. Probably operated by Homeland Security, their secret police."

"What about the orbital?" Felice asked.

"It appears to be Belfast Station, which was used by one of the mining concerns on the second planet. Nocturne's two stations are still in orbit around it, and they appear to still be occupied and working. The crew of the HooHaa left a stealth satellite to keep an eye on both Belfast Station and the docked warship."

The display changed to an image of Nocturne from space.

"Nocturne's tidally locked in its orbit. It's on the very edge of the liquid water zone and has picked up an eight-degree wobble due to orbital mechanics. It's 96% cloud covered, the 4% that isn't being on the side opposite the star.

"Temperatures range from tropic on the side closest to the sun, to artic on the far side. Due to the heavy cloud cover, it's always twilight on the sunward side, and pitch black on the leeward side. Convection currents carry the warm air towards the leeward side, forcing the cold air to flow back towards the sunward side, which keeps the temperatures more-or-less constant in the different areas.

"Understand that the weather, while relatively constant, changes in a nine-week cycle that's tied to Nocturne's wobble. There's also significant geological activity, again associated with Nocturne's wobble. However, the areas it's located in tend not to move.

"All of this has led to a planet rich in mineral resources that are easy to mine and collect. It's also created an incredibly diverse, as well as unique bio-system. The plants and animals on Nocturne are unique. It's home to some of the deadliest predators in the empire, as well as some very large mammals.

"Several large pharmaceutical companies have development and processing facilities on Nocturne, and one of the two stations in orbit works exclusively with those companies. Two mining companies also operate on Nocturne, collecting the mineral wealth and processing it. The other station deals with transshipping the processed materials, and also functions as a transfer station for anyone going down to the planet. While there are places to land a shuttle, there are no large spaceports on Nocturne."

"Why not?" Keene asked.

"Above ground structures take a lot of work to keep clear of growth, and in the darkness, or even the twilight, some of the predators always manage to get past a perimeter fence and attack anyone out in the open. While they keep runways and landing pads clear, most of the facilities are underground, as it's just more cost effective."

"What's the DPRS presence there look like?" Captain Witner asked.

"There isn't one—on the surface, that is. There's a small presence located on the second station that's used for travel to and from the planet."

"Why don't they have a presence there?"

"We're not sure. Our best guess is, they kept getting eaten."

"I'm surprised they didn't just kill everyone and leave," Kerry said, shaking her head.

"The pharmaceutical companies there have always been politically powerful, and financially powerful, as well. The products they produce are valuable and necessary. The population of Nocturne is also fairly small, less than forty million, though no one really knows for sure. During the reign of the emperor, the populace was technically oriented, but reclusive. People came to Nocturne to either make money, hunt, disappear, or do biological or medical research. Most of the population is employed by the companies working on the planet or in support roles for them."

"System defenses?"

"Currently, none. House Morgan and the emperor always kept a small fleet here to protect the mining concerns from pirates, but I guess since that's been shut down, the DPRS decided it wasn't worth it."

"This is obviously one of the places they've decided to let go," Felice said.

"What about the medical companies?" Chase asked.

"Who else are they going to sell to or buy the supplies they need from? They still get the benefit, but without any cost."

"Good point."

"Thank you, PO Merris, you're dismissed," Captain Witner said.

"Yes, sir," Merris replied and quickly left.

"So, think there's an Imperial hiding out there?" Jill asked.

"I'd be disappointed if there isn't," Chase said. "Sounds like the perfect place for one."

"So I guess we're going there next?" George asked.

Captain Witner looked around the table. "Unless anyone has a better suggestion, right now I'm thinking Nocturne, Magni, Hoor, Savitri, and Pasha. Those move us closer to the Tomb, and I'm hopeful we'll have found an heir by then."

"Why Magni?" Kerry asked.

"Because it's very much not the kind of place you'd expect to find an heir, so they won't think we're looking. It's just on the way to the Tomb, and we're obviously hitting every place between here and there," Felice said.

"Anyone have anything else?" Captain Witner asked.

"Actually, I do," Chase said.

"Not morale issues, I hope!" George asked with a chuckle.

"No, this is different. Jill, would it be of any help if I were to sit down with you and go over all the people I know, or know things about, back in Empire City? While a lot of the gang members probably wouldn't be useful—if they're even still alive—I knew quite a few fences, drug dealers, labs, and which members in the constabulary were on the take. While I agree that I shouldn't know who our sources are, because there's always a chance I could get captured, some of what I know might be helpful."

"Trying to appeal to my good side, Chase?" Jill asked with a hint of a smirk.

"Nah, I'm okay with you not liking me; keeps me honest. But if I can help, well, I gotta help."

"I'll have Jim McCoy contact you. He's the one coordinating all our Cor Imperii intelligence reports. I'm sure he'll find it useful."

"And on that note, meeting's adjourned, and you're all dismissed," the captain said as he stood.


Okla System

Wolfhound Base

The next three weeks passed as a blur for Chase. Between command staff meetings, medical bay tours with the wounded and the recently healed, publicity appearances on Tulsa and Muskogee, and visiting the wounded there as well to make sure they all understood that their prince wasn't mad at them, they just needed to understand they were wrong… Then on top of all of that, there was training, training, and more training. Even though Claire had signed him off weeks ago, they both believed he could be better.

He was also spending more time with Artemis, learning about hacking and the basics of helming a ship or running a power section. Due to his mech training, he had a head start on all that, but he had a stupid idea forming in the back of his head, and he thought he'd encourage it. He was quickly learning that knowledge gave him an edge as well as a better understanding of a lot of things.

The day after they jumped out of the Okla system found him down in the enlisted spaces.

"Chase! What are you doing down here?" Prom called out as Chase walked into the mess. All the heads turned, and he noticed several fresh ones that were looking shocked as all of the rest smiled and waved.

"Hey, Prom, Senior, everyone. I didn't want you all to think I'd forgotten my old friends down here in the dark, where all the real work gets done!"

"You got that right!" Senior said with a laugh. "You're always welcome, Chase; grab a bite and sit right down! I hear they've been running you ragged up there!"

Grinning, Chase went over to the mess line, where all the girls blushed a little, called him, "Your Majesty," and quickly served him. He thanked them, as always, and made sure to be polite, then came back over to drop into the spot Prom and Jodie had made for him. He noticed that even Benny smiled and said hello, which made Chase smile even more.

"So how goes it down here?"

"Compared to what you do, I'm sure it's pretty boring," Jack said from down the table.

"Don't be so sure about that! Remember, I enjoyed fixin' stuff," Chase said, still smiling as he picked up his fork. "Senior's got it right. There aren't many free moments for me when we're in a system. If I wasn't dealing with stuff for the captain or one of the others on the command team, I had to be planetside dealing with issues for the nobles or the governor, and with two planets, it was startin' to run me down," Chase admitted to all of them and started in on his food.

"Well, we're still seeing higher maintenance requests from time to time; some of the old stuff is still going out in clusters," Jodie told him, "but it's not all the time now. So we're actually getting time in our machine shops to tear down and rebuild a lot of stuff that, while it hasn't had a lot of use in the last ten years, Senior and the powers that be figured better safe than sorry."

"So no more ruptured sewage lines?" Chase teased between bites. That got a bit of a laugh, and he was regaled with a couple of stories of dumb cock-ups, but also quite a few interesting ones about some of the typical problems they ran into that turned out to be not so typical.

"… so a week! It took us a whole sodding week to figure that one out!" Benny of all people complained. "Made me feel like a moron!"

"Hey, no one else figured it out," Senior said from where he was eating with PO1 Smith and a few of the chiefs from the other departments. "So don't go beating yourself up! You got it, and we all learned something."

"Yeah, never trust the label!" Benny said with a sigh, and everyone else laughed.

"So, can you tell us where we're going now that we're in jump?" Prom asked.

Chase shrugged. "Why not? If anyone's going to be baring the brunt of it, it's you folks."

"We're going to Nocturne, aren't we?" Senior Chief Wyde said, causing Chase to turn and look at him in surprise.

"You know about it?"

"Yeah, back when I was a lowly PO, the destroyer I was on put in there with a small patrol force. Ugh, we're definitely going to have our work cut out for us. I better order some stuff."

"What's wrong with Nocturne?" PO1 Smith asked.

"If the wildlife doesn't find something about your ship that tastes good, the insects will. If they don't, the plants will. And if they don't, there's several species of fungi that certainly will."

"So what do we do about it, Senior?"

"We'll need to set up a decontamination bay for every ship that lands there. Also, all of you are going to requal on firearms."

"Firearms? Why would we need that?" Jack asked.

"Because if you have to go down to the surface, you need to be armed. There's a lot of things down there that'll eat you, or at least try. Better warn Gibbons, Chase. His mechs are gonna be down on the ground in it, I'm sure."

"I'll make sure he knows, Senior," Chase replied with a nod.

They talked a little while more, and Chase was introduced to the 'newbies', who were all recruits from Tulsa or the 3rd Fleet.

"Remember, it's Prince Chase," Chase told them. "These guys get to call me by my name without the title, in private, 'cause it's a lot better than what they used to call me."

"Oh, we were never that hard on you, Chase. You were one of us right from the start—hell, some of the older hands were kinda embarrassed by how hard you worked," PO1 Smith said, coming over and clapping him on the back. "Just remember, Swabs, work hard enough, and who knows, one day you too might become a prince!"

"I'd ask for my old job back, but I think the captain would kill me," Chase said, sotto voce, and everyone snickered at that.

"What, you don't like being the next emperor, Prince Chase?" one of the newbies asked, looking shocked.

"It's not being prince he doesn't like," PO1 Smith said, "it's how he became one. Morgans get pretty pissed off when somebody messes with their family."

"Oh! Yeah, sorry!"

"That's history now," Chase told him. "Thanks, Smitty," he said and gave him a nod. "Well, I need to get back to my minders, and if I'm lucky, I'll get some sleep tonight and not have something else to learn!"

"Night, Chase!" his friends called out as he waved. He stopped by Senior Chief Wyde and shook hands. "Night, Senior, and thanks for telling me to give Senior Gibbons a heads up. I may be a prince, but it's still his damn mech!"

"Night, Chase," Senior said with a laugh, and Chase headed back to the tram station.

"Artemis," he said, pulling out his tablet, "you heard all that, I assume?"

"Yes, Prince Chase."

"Could you please let the captain know what I'd like to tell Senior Chief Gibbons?"

"I've already informed him of what you learned, and he passed it on to Senior Gibbons immediately."

"Oh. He's not mad at me, is he?"

"I think he might be a little annoyed with you, Prince Chase."

"Because?" Chase prompted.

"Because whenever you do something he should be mad at you for, like telling the Machinist mates where we're going, you always seem to find out something vitally important that needs to be addressed."

Chase chuckled. "Who'd he say that to, Felice?"

"No, me," Artemis replied in a cheerful voice. "You need to tell him, Chase."

"I know, I know, it's just that I don't trust easy, Artemis. It's getting harder and harder not to be who I am when I'm around them. I mean, I'm surprised he didn't figure it out in that meeting three weeks ago!"

"So you didn't do that on purpose, then?"

"No, I just still get pretty pissed when talking about my father. You have no idea how mad I am that I'll never get the chance to punch him in the face for what he did to me."

"Did you ever stop to think that maybe Claire's story is the truth?"

"Then why was he such an asshole each time?"

"Because maybe he was angry, too? The first time, he couldn't do anything, or his father might very well have had you and your mother killed. The second time, I think it's safe to say, he saw his only son's potential wasted on the streets, where it was obvious you were head and shoulders above everyone else."

"Why would you think that?"

"Because he sent you here, Prince Chase. There are a lot of places he could have sent you, where you could never be anything more than a lowly machinist mate third."

Chase blew out his breath and thought about that. Artemis might have a point.

"Artemis, I'm working on it, but I'll give you this much at least…"

"Yes?"

"If Claire tells you to tell them, you can tell them. However, you're not to go bugging Claire about it, understand?"

"Yes, Prince Chase. I understand."

"Now I think it's time for this prince to go back to his girlfriend and get some sleep."

#

Chase was hungry; he was always hungry now. He still had his school bag, but only because he kept it hidden and no longer carried it around. The man who'd thrown him out of his mother's apartment had stuffed the clothes he'd grabbed into it, but that was it. He'd tried selling the schoolbooks, but that had failed, so he'd just tossed them. His clothes were all dirty now, and so was he.

He'd tried the homeless shelters, but he'd learned the hard way that a twelve-year-old boy was prey in those places. The first time, he'd almost been raped, but his screams had woken enough people that all he got was a beating, as the others were annoyed at being woken up. At least they'd beaten his attacker, as well.

The second time, he'd bitten the man attacking him as he'd tried to keep Chase from screaming. He'd caught another beating, but this time it wasn't as bad, as the sounds of him being beaten had woken a couple of people, who'd thrown his attacker out of the shelter.

Needless to say, he avoided those places now.

What surprised him was just how many kids there were, both older and younger, living on the streets. The ones he'd talked to all shared similar stories of abuse. A lot of the younger ones, he was coming to realize, didn't live very long.

Looking around the street, he realized it was nearing lunchtime. Sitting down with his back against the wall of a building, he had a good view of the street in either direction. People would start coming by soon as they took their lunch breaks. He got out his handkerchief and spread it out before him. Nobody wanted to touch a beggar, so you had to have a spot for them to drop the money.

"Please, sir, could you spare a few coins for food?" he asked the first man who came by.

That got him nothing, but he continued to beg softly to each of the passersby for a few coins, and some did toss him a few pennies, along with the occasional five- or ten-cent piece.

The tenners, he always scooped up immediately. If he got more than three fivers, he'd remove them as well, along with any pennies, if it started to look like a lot. It never paid to look like you were doing to well, because you got less money then.

Or you got beaten and robbed.

"Hey, you! No beggin' here! Move along!"

Turning to look down the street, he saw one of the constables coming his way. Grabbing his handkerchief, he gathered up the coins inside it, quickly scrambled to his feet, and ran off. Arguing with a constable was a good way to get a nightstick upside the head. Lessons on the street were painful, but rarely did anyone have to be told a second time.

No one survived being told a third.

Chase had been keeping track of his take, and he had enough to buy some food at one of the cheaper places a few blocks from here that would actually allow people like him to buy some food. If you behaved yourself, and they recognized you, they'd even let you use the bathroom to wash up a little. You just had to be quick.

"Hey, kid, give me your money!" Chase felt someone grab his collar, and he was yanked back. He was spun around, and then caught a backhand to the face that knocked him to the ground. Looking up, he saw it was a bum, an older guy dressed a little better than he was, but the stubble on his face gave him away.

"Go get your own money!" Chase yelled at him, trying to scramble backwards.

"Gimme!" the guy yelled and, stepping forward, he kicked Chase in the side with all his might. Chase screamed as he felt a couple of his ribs break, and his body was lifted off the ground. The guy was wearing work boots!

Rolling to his hands and knees, he tried to get to his feet, but the bum grabbed his hair and yanked him back. Chase tried to grab at the hand holding him, but was rewarded with a burning pain in his arm. He was thrown to the ground again, and this time the bum dropped to his knees, one of which was on Chase's chest—and that was when Chase saw the knife.

The bum stuck it in Chase's pocket, cutting Chase in the process, and yanked up, cutting the pocket open and spilling the change Chase had been hiding there.

He then did the same to the other pocket.

"Filthy little bastard," the guy mumbled as he rolled Chase over, then dragged him by the hair away from the coins that had spilled out. He then took the knife and ran it down Chase's back, cutting Chase's shirt off, and Chase, as well.

"Next time, don't fight, just hand it over!" the guy snarled and left Chase sobbing on the ground as he gathered up the coins. Two credits worth. He graced Chase with a kick to the head that rang Chase's bell, and left him there, bleeding on the sidewalk.

"Hey, wake up, you can't sleep here!"

Chase awoke to something tapping hard on the side of his face. Groaning, he got to his hands and knees. A lance of pain spiked into his left arm and his right hip, and he felt dizzy.

"I said get up!" the voice above him said, and he got another love tap to the side of the head, which almost knocked him down again.

"I'm trying, I'm trying," he protested, trying not to cry. The shiny shoes he could see told him it was a constable.

"Go sleep it off someplace else, kid."

"I got robbed, stabbed, and beaten!" Chase protested, and got another love tap to the head, and this time he did fall over and landed on his back, causing him to cry out in pain as the broken ribs grated, and the slice on his back reopened.

"So you got beaten! Get up and get out of here, now! And stop bleeding on my street before I make you clean it up!" The constable smacked Chase hard across the thigh with his nightstick.

Trying not to whimper, Chase scrambled back to his hands and knees, and with a gasp of pain, he got to his feet and staggered off, getting a smack across the ass to help him along.

Two months later, Chase was doing better. He'd learned if he hit the garbage bins of the restaurants, there was food in there he could eat. It didn't taste the best, and the bins smelled, but it was food that didn't get him sick, and as long as he didn't go for the best bins at the best places, he didn't have to fight too much to get a meal.

There were still a lot of times he went to sleep hungry, but at least he wasn't starving anymore. He'd found ways to clean himself off and keep himself and his clothes from stinking. He'd also cut his hair short—too short for anyone to grab—which had helped the last time some bum had tried to rob him.

It was late, it was dark, it was about to rain, and he really wanted to get back to his little hideout down by the industrial sector. Chase was coming around a corner when he saw an older homeless man beating a kid.

"Help me! Please! He's killing me!" the kid started screaming as soon as Chase saw him. So grabbing a lid off a garbage pail, Chase ran over and, just as he took a swing, the kid yelled, "Duck!" and the man jumped off him and rolled to his feet.

Suddenly, Chase was facing the man and the kid, who both attacked him at the same time! Chase smacked the kid with the lid with all his might, and the kid went down, but the guy grabbed the lid and pulled hard on it, causing Chase to spin back around. That was when he saw the knife as it went into his arm. He tried to let go of the lid, but his hand was stuck in the handle, and the guy stabbed him in the shoulder, deep enough that he hit bone, and Chase screamed out in pain as the guy tried to free his blade with one hand while he punched Chase in the face over and over with the other one.

Chase dropped as the guy got the knife out and stabbed him in the chest as he fell to the ground, panting and sobbing.

He felt it as the guy went through his pants pockets, then his jacket pockets. It was starting to rain, and as the guy got off of him, Chase tried to crawl away. The kid was still down, and after kicking him a few times, the guy went through the kid's pockets, and then stood up.

"Oh, well, one less mouth to feed," the guy said, and coming back over to Chase, he laughed. "Got ya' good. Didn't I? I'd finish ya' off, but ya' killed Guthri over there when you hit 'em in the head. So instead, ya' get to suffer."

Chase felt something wet hitting him. He thought it was rain, but when it hit the wound in his chest and burned, he swore, opened his eyes, and saw the guy was spraying him down with some sort of fluid.

"Don't worry, it won't hurt much!" He laughed, and then pulling out a lighter, he set Chase on fire.

It caught pretty well, whatever it was, and it burned brightly. Chase swore as his clothes caught on fire, just as the clouds opened up and it started to rain, hard. The man swore and ran off, so Chase rolled over to try to smother the flames. He wasn't having much luck, because he was having so much trouble breathing; he was feeling weak. By the time he got onto his back again, the rain was coming down so hard, the flames couldn't keep burning. The spot he'd first been laying, however, was still on fire; he saw that the man had dropped the container, and it was burning brightly, despite the rain.

Someone must have seen it, because he heard sirens as he passed out.

Chase suddenly sat up in the bed, gasping for breath a moment before he realized it was just a dream. An old one. One he hadn't had in a long time.

Claire stirred beside him in the bed as he got his breathing under control and touched the spot where he'd been stabbed in the chest. It'd punctured a lung. If the guy had done it on the other side of his chest, Chase would've died instantly.

The police had found him and the dead kid. The kid hadn't had a knife, so Chase wasn't charged with his murder, but he was still charged with a number of crimes and spent the next five months in Juvie. He wondered at times if the constables figured they were doing him a favor? He wasn't left to bleed out and die on the street—they took him to a hospital, and he got treated. When he was well enough, he was packed off to Juvenile Detention to serve out his sentence—he never even saw the inside of a courtroom.

Juvie wasn't that bad. He was fed, and he had a place to sleep at night that was mostly safe. He had work assigned to him inside the facility, and he was even compensated with a small wage for his efforts.

But the hands down best part of Juvie was, if he gave all the money and all his desserts from lunch and dinner to one of the older guys there by the name of Sid, Sid would teach him how to fight! So he did, and Sid did. Sure, it was painful at the time; Sid believed pain was a great motivator. Sid taught him the basics of fighting with your fists, your feet, and best of all, with a knife.

Sid was in for manslaughter. When he turned eighteen, they'd have to let him go, and Sid told Chase more than once that after he settled a few scores, he was going to leave Empire City and never come back. Back then, Chase found it odd that he'd be turned loose when he turned eighteen, but it had something to do with being a juvenile versus being an adult.

Chase smiled a little as he remembered what had happened a few days after he'd gotten out of jail. He might only have been thirteen at that point, but five months of regular eating, constant exercise, and training meant Chase was no longer a pushover. The next homeless bum that tried to stab Chase ended up face down in a back alley, dead.

Best of all, Chase got a really nice knife out of the deal.

Laying back down, he rolled over and spooned up against Claire. The other thing he remembered was, back then, he'd thought he was the master of his own destiny. Ah, at thirteen, he was such a stupid kid. His life lessons were by no means complete. There'd been some very nasty lessons still to come.


Wolfhound Base

In Transit

"Hey, Chase, you're getting to be a regular feature down here, since we got underway! Senior talk to the captain to get you reassigned or something?" asked Sal, one of his friends from MMT School, coming over.

Chase laughed from where he was, arms deep inside one of the main sensor network boxes on a Marauder. "You know, before I joined the Navy, I'd never even heard the word 'underway', and now even I use it."

"Yeah, well, welcome to the Navy way," Sal said, chuckling. "Still, what brings you down here? I mean, I've seen you here every day since we went into jump."

Chase shrugged. "It gives me time to think. Plus, I enjoy it, and I don't want to forget any of it. Also, it's fun, seeing what Senior Gibbons comes up with to try and stump me."

"Oh, it is, is it?"

"Well, I'm only down here for two hours, then I gotta go get breakfast and hit training."

"I thought you finished that?" Sal asked with a scowl.

Chase shook his head as he tested another connection. "Nah, I'm getting into the advanced stuff now. I need to learn how to handle a flight as well as a squadron. I also need to learn some of that officer stuff. At least I'm almost through with my history lessons."

"History lessons? Why're you taking history lessons?"

"'Cause I got tossed out of school when my mom died, and I no longer officially lived there. I was only twelve. That was when my education ended."

"Damn, so you're telling me the stories are true?"

Chase shrugged and tested the next circuit. "The stories really don't do it justice. Everyone just looks at your record, and they don't see beyond that. They don't understand why you had to do those things."

"Oh?"

Chase noticed the readings weren't steady; every fifth cycle was off a little. Not enough to be out of specs, but still, it shouldn't have been doing that.

"Yup."

"So, care to share? I mean, really, Chase, don't leave me hanging!" Sal asked, chuckling.

"Oh, right, just a sec." Chase moved to the circuit feeding the logical module he'd just checked and found the suspicious output on. It was working normally. "You see, it's simply a matter of survival for the gang."

"Then why join one? Wouldn't that have kept you out of trouble?"

Chase went back to the bad output leg, and then followed the logic chain down to where the problem had been discovered. At each link, the problem was being amplified by a small amount, so until it crossed a threshold, it wasn't apparent. It was the module up the chain the problem was coming out of that was bad, and not the one where it was showing up. That was why replacing it hadn't worked. Same for the modules feeding it.

"You join for survival. Single kids on the streets don't last very long."

"What happens to them?"

"Oh, somebody kills 'em," Chase said absently as he went back to where he'd first found the problem. What was causing the interference? He examined the entire module, undoing the cover and looking at the etched crystal board. They had so many layers in them that debugging them by hand was impossible.

"What? Somebody kills them!" Sal said, sounding shocked.

"Yeah, imagine my surprise when I learned that, seeing as I was just a kid myself," Chase said, staring at the board. "Hand me that laser probe, please?"

Sal reached into Chase's tool box, grabbed the probe, and handed it over.

"How does that even happen? Why don't they do something about it?"

Chase shrugged. "I'm sure they do, and maybe in some places it works, but in a big city with all sorts of crime and corruption, well, a lot of the government people who're supposed to help kids are worse than most of the people taking advantage of them."

"How can you even—"

"Found it!" Chase said triumphantly. "Oh, this is a good one!"

"What, is the crystal board cracked?"

"Nope! There's a scorch mark along the side; looks like a piece of molten aluminum splashed across that side, and I guess it's acting like an antenna for one of the high-power traces that comes near the edge, and it's broadcasting into a lower powered one. Just enough to start a cascade."

"How the hell does that even happen? Aren't those supposed to be covered?"

"What are the covers made out of?"

"Aluminum. But you'd see a hole!"

Chase climbed down with the module cover in his hand and took a moment to look it over. "See this small splash mark?"

"That's pretty damn small, Chase."

"I know. Now let's look inside."

Shining the light inside the cover, they saw a very tiny spot that reflected the light differently.

"Damn, wonder what caused that? It had to have hit with a lot of force for such a small piece to penetrate."

"It caught some of the blast when a turret blew up. Techs replaced the left arm from the main shoulder joint down."

"Yeah, but this is, what, eight inches further in?"

"I know, right? One in a million shot. Not enough damage to draw attention, and the failure didn't appear in this module; it was too faint to trigger anything. Same for the next one in the chain. I'll flag it for replacement and let Senior know. I need to hit the shower and head off for breakfast."

"Well, I'm already here, so tell him I'll finish it up, now that you've found the problem."

"Thanks, Sal."

"Hey, that's what they pay me for! Or maybe it'd be better to say what you pay me for!" Sal teased.

Chase laughed at that.

"One more question?"

"Sure, Sal."

"Why are you doing this? Be honest, I know it's not about keeping yer skills up. You could do that just by maintaining your own mech."

Chase stopped and looked at him. "Gangs are about survival, or at least the street gangs in Empire City are. So everyone contributes; everyone has to contribute. Otherwise, bad things happen. I'm used to doing something. I was always doing something. I was one of the senior lieutenants; I didn't get there by slacking off. So now that I'm here?" Chase chuckled as he quickly packed up his tools. "I still have that need to always be doing something. Sure, I'm a prince now, and people all seem to think I'm pretty hot stuff in combat. But we're not in combat now, and there's work down here that needs to be done. So I'm doing it."

Sal smiled and nodded. "Ya' know, I see how that makes sense. I'm starting to see that there are two kinds of mechanics down here."

"Oh? There are?"

"Yeah, there's the guys who're just doing the job—not saying they're bad or anything, because they're not bad at all. But then you got the guys who love the work and are always willing to go that extra mile. I think I get it now; it's not just a job to them, they're contributing. They see the big picture, the whole of it."

Chase laughed and clapped Sal on the back. "I think you're right, too. Later, Sal."

"Later!"

Chase wheeled his tool case over to where he parked it by his mech, locked it in place, then headed off to Senior Gibbons' office so he could tell him what he'd found. That done, he went and got a quick wash and headed off to breakfast.

He got as far as the passageway leading out of the hangars when someone stepped out in front of him. Chase didn't even hesitate, he whipped his tablet off his belt and threw it as hard as he could at the attacker, hitting him in the wrist, knocking the pistol in his hand out of it, and sending it clattering across the floor, along with his tablet.

"Are you stupid or something?" Chase yelled at the guy as he moved closer to him.

"I'm not stupid! You're worth twenty-five million dead! And I'm gonna collect!" the other man said, taking a swing at Chase.

Chase leaned back and, as the blow passed him, did an arm sweep with his right arm, hitting the back of the other man's elbow, and twisting his body enough that Chase punched him hard with his left fist just above the kidney as the other guy tried to dodge.

"So attacking me in public is smart?" Chase said, taking a step back and waiting to see what the guy would do next. He moved well and had some speed to him.

"I don't see anybody around!" the guy replied as he came back at Chase.

"Artemis, what's the name and rank of this idiot?" Chase called out, stepping back and giving ground.

"Trevor Alkirk, petty officer third class," Artemis replied from overhead. "He came aboard at Tulsa."

Trevor hesitated a moment, obviously shocked as he realized things weren't as private as he'd thought. Chase took advantage of that hesitation and, drawing out one of his knives, he buried it in Trevor's left shoulder joint.

"How'd someone this dumb end up in the Navy and not the Marines?" Chase swore just as Trevor screamed in pain.

"I'd suspect the recruitment standards of the Navy must have slipped," Artemis said as Trevor grabbed at the knife buried deep in the joint with his right hand.

Taking advantage of Trevor's distraction, Chase hit him in the side of the head with the heel of his right foot as he did a spinning back kick.

Trevor went down like the proverbial sack of rocks.

"Call medical for a stretcher and corpsman," Chase said, straightening himself back up and checking his gig-line.

"Security is on their way, Prince Chase."

"Yeah, cancel that. Let me know when Trevor there wakes up, and let him know that he can either wait in medical, or he can be shot. Strongly advise him that if he waits, I won't just have him shot out of hand."

A corpsman came running up then and looked at Chase.

"Prince Chase," he said, saluting, "what happened?"

"Somebody got stupid," Chase said, shaking his head. "Take him to medical, patch him up—oh, and I want that knife back; Duchess Geniene gave me that, hate to lose it."

"Umm, right… sir…" the corpsman said, looking a little uncertain. He dropped to his knees and opened his first aid kit as two others came in with a stretcher.

"Tell him to stay in bed in the medbay until I meet with him."

"Umm, shouldn't we call security, sir?"

"I need an object lesson, and I'm guessing there are people who need a learning experience. Otherwise, we're sure to have repeats. So I very much want him alive."

With that, Chase nodded to the two with the stretcher and went over to check his tablet and secure the pistol. The tablet's screen was broken. The pistol went in his pocket.

"Artemis, could you please ask someone to deliver a new tablet to me and take this one to be fixed?"

"Of course, Prince Chase."

"How the hell can he be so calm?" he heard one of the corpsmen whisper.

"Because he's a fucking Morgan, why else?" the other said with a chuckle as Chase walked out of earshot.

"You're a little late," Claire said when he caught up with her at the Nobles' and Officers' mess.

"Yeah, had a little run-in with somebody," Chase replied with a shrug. "I may be missing a lesson or two today."

"Artemis mentioned it to me. I think he's surprised you're not putting the guy to death."

"This is one of those 'come to god' moments. I'm going to need to talk to the captain about it."

"Oh? Going to come clean?" Claire teased.

"Not yet. I want to give it a few more planets first."

A PO3 came in then, saw him, and came over. "Prince Chase, I have your replacement tablet. Do you want that one back after it's been repaired?" he asked as they traded tablets.

"Please. I'll keep it as a spare for next time."

"Yes, sir. Have a good day, Your Highness."

Chase smiled and nodded.

"Now, breakfast, then I have to make a call."

"Or maybe a visit?" Claire suggested. "You need to get used to the personal touch, Chase. When dealing with fleet captains, and even regular captains, it's good for their morale."

"Point," Chase conceded as the stewardess came over to take their order.

"Come in, Chase," Captain Witner called out from inside his dayroom.

"Thank you, Captain," Chase said as he entered the office with Claire.

"Hello, Claire, nice to see you. Chase, if the door's open, just knock and come in; you're a prince. Princes aren't known for waiting," Captain Witner said with a touch of a smile.

"That may be, but you're also the man running all this," Chase said. "I have to respect that. But you're right; in the future, if the door's open, I'll knock and walk in."

"I'm guessing you're here about PO3 Trevor? Please, sit."

Chase nodded.

"I'm surprised you didn't kill him, or have him killed."

Chase sighed. "He's a mech pilot, we need mech pilots."

"We don't exactly have a shortage of mech pilots now, Chase."

"It's not just the mech pilots I'm thinking about, Captain. How many crew members did we pick up Tulsa and Muskogee?"

"Quite a few, I'll admit, and I think I'm starting to see your point, but I'm not sure I see where you're going with it, Chase."

"I want every crew member who joined us there to meet with me in the big hangar. Just them, nobody else. I'm going to have a little talk with them, and Trevor's going to be my little lesson to all of them."

"You're not going to kill him in front of everybody, are you?" Captain Witner asked, eyes wide in surprise.

Chase snorted. "No, worse. I'm going to forgive him. I'm going to let them all know they had a freebee, and he just used it up. Though I may put it a little differently," Chase said with a thoughtful look. "I want to make the point to all of them that they're here, now, and they're in my Navy. They follow your orders, and those of the people you've assigned them to."

"This one of the things you learned back on the streets of Empire City?"

"Yeah, pretty much. All of them just had their world changed. The Morgans still live, they have an emperor again, they've been lied to for years, and all that. Right now, I'm sure the rumor mill is running overtime, and they're all worried about what happens next. So they're going to expect something. Calling them all to the hangar and letting them know I want to talk to them… yeah, that'll light the fuse, and I get to put it out."

"I'll call security…"

"No!" Chase raised his hand, stopping the captain before he reached for the intercom. "No fear. I can't go in there looking worried or afraid. This is their 'come to god' moment. You can't force it; they have to take that step on their own. I'm sure most of them already have. Those that haven't? Either they'll let themselves be carried along, or they might not leave the hangar alive, and it won't be because of anything I did."

Captain Witner looked at Chase and frowned. "That doesn't exactly jibe with the things I've learned as an officer, Chase."

"Of course not. You're used to dealing with officers and enlisted, people who've gone through the training and that shared experience, people who look at the rank and respect it.

"I'm dealing with a mob, a rabble. These people didn't grow up with an emperor, nor do they even remember having one. Now they get to meet theirs." Chase held up his hand, stopping the outburst he saw coming. "Captain, I've done this before. Expectations need to be set, and sometimes they need to be set by the person everyone's looking at. So, with your permission?"

"Claire?"

"I haven't even tried to talk him out of it, Captain. This is the kind of thing you do as a noble, and as the 'emperor'," Claire made finger quotes as she said the word. "It's very much what a Morgan would do."

Captain Witner snorted and shook his head, the turned back to Chase. "I'm trusting you on this, you know."

"Yes, and I appreciate it very much, Captain. Artemis?"

"Yes, Chase?"

"Is Trevor conscious?"

"Yes, he is."

"Fine, I'll be down there shortly. Contact all the sailors, Marines, and any other personnel that came aboard back in Okla, and tell them to report to the main fleet hangar so I can address them. Let their superiors know, as well, so they don't get in trouble."

"Captain?" Artemis asked.

"Approved."

"Thanks, Captain," Chase and, getting up, saluted, with Claire doing the same.

"Dismissed," Captain Witner said, returning their salutes.

"Want me to come with?" Claire asked as they headed back to the tram station.

"No. Thanks for the offer, but this is one of the things I need to do solo."

"Do you really think there won't be any problems?"

"There's always a chance that there'll be one or two assholes in the crowd, but them getting a smackdown by the others is the kind of thing that builds a team."

"So like, say, a blanket party?" Claire asked, grinning.

"Exactly that," Chase agreed, smiling.

"Well, have fun."

"I'll be sure to try," he said and, giving her a kiss, he got on the tram that led down to medical, while she headed off to the training sims.

"Ah, there you are!" Chase said with a smile as Trevor glared up at him from the bed down in the medbay he was laying in. "Ah, I see they got you all sewed up! Sorry about that, but, well, you were a bit out of line. Now, before we head out to the briefing, WHAT IN THE HELL WERE YOU THINKING!" Chase yelled at him. "You got a death wish or something?"

Trevor shrank back in shock for a moment but almost yelled back, "You're not a prince! And they said I'd get twenty-five million credits!"

Chase sighed dramatically and rolled his eyes. "Lord, why did you burden my Navy with this man?" Returning his gaze to Trevor, he shook his head. "WHICH is it?"

"Huh?"

"Am I the prince and worth twenty-five million to kill? Or am I a fraud, in which case I'm not worth anything? Assuming you even live long enough to get it!"

"Wait… what?" Trevor looked lost now.

"Look, Trevor, Neill and all his people—all the DPRS—they're saying I'm a fake. The bounty's for Morgans. Not fakes, not frauds. If you'd killed me, they wouldn't pay you, because they'd say I was a fake, and fuck you!"

"Wait, no! They—"

"Have you been paying any attention to what they've been doing? The secret police? Hauling people away in the middle of the night to rape or murder? Why would they pay you after the job was done? What are you going to do? Sue them?"

Chase had the pleasure of seeing Trevor's eyes go wide as he suddenly caught a clue.

"Yeah, exactly that. Now, get out of bed, and let's get out of here."

"Wait, where are we going?"

"I'm gonna talk to all your friends and tell them why you're not dead yet. So get up, and don't do anything to make a liar out of me."

"Oh, Prince Chase! Here's your knife back," said the corpsmen who'd been first on the scene and handed Chase back his blade.

"Oh! Thank you," Chase said with a smile and made it disappear. He turned back to Trevor, who was sitting on the bed with his feet on the floor.

"Um, I'm a little dizzy," Trevor admitted.

"Course you are, you got stabbed and lost some blood. Now, let me steady you, and let's go. It's not that far from here."

Chase grabbed Trevor by the upper arm on his left side, steered him out of the medical bay, and back to the nearby tram. It really was close, and there was another station close to where he wanted to go.

Five minutes later, they walked out onto the reviewing platform that was permanently affixed to one side of the hangar, by the area where they usually did formations and such. Chase looked out; there were a fair number of people there. Possibly as many as eight hundred? He wasn't good at judging crowds. Still, it was a bit more than he'd been expecting.

"Room, Ten-hut!" someone suddenly called out, the milling stopped, and it got quiet.

"At ease!" Chase called out as he walked out onto the platform, with Trevor in tow. He parked Trevor to the side as he walked over to the microphone.

"All right, there seems to have been a bit of a misunderstanding today, and I'm here to clear that all up. Now, first off, let me tell all of you who I am: my name is Prince Chase Collisward Morgan. I'm the heir to my grandfather's empire, and that makes me your emperor.

"Your emperor." Chase dragged the microphone stand to the edge of the platform and looked out at all of them. "Get a good look. Don't want any mistakes or cases of mistaken identity.

"Now, I'm sure most of you have heard the rumor that an hour ago, one of your compatriots seemed to think he could kill a prince and earn a fat paycheck." Chase jerked his thumb back at Trevor, who froze as everyone looked at him.

"Now, normally, even attempting to kill a member of the royal family is an immediate execution. Seeing as I had him out cold, lying on the floor, with my favorite knife buried in his shoulder, some of you might be wondering why he's still here. Okay, that's simple.

"I'm giving all of you one freebee—and Trevor, there, just used it up. If he tries again, I'll just kill him where he stands. Same goes for any of you. Got that? I'm a mean bastard, and I do mean that literally, in every sense of the word.

"But, you ask yourselves, if Prince Chase is a mean bastard, why's Trevor still alive after trying to kill him?

"Because pretty much all the mech pilots who survived the battle impressed me. That took skill. I know, because I'm the one who killed most of them. A lot of the rest of you who aren't pilots also impressed my commanders, my captains, and even my fleet captain, because you all put up with a ton of shit from some very evil and very dishonorable people.

"But it's time to get a few things straight. I'm the fucking prince, got that? You don't get to where I am by being a pushover. Look at my father, Prince Lance—another bastard, and mean as shit to boot. How many of you would've wanted to take him on? Also, Artemis, the base AI, monitors everything that happens onboard. There's no way you're getting out of here alive, even if I don't take you down myself.

"None of you strike me as suicidal. I'm also a little disappointed that one of my sailors would be so stupid as to think Speaker Phillip T. Neill would actually keep his word and pay!" Chance glanced back at Trevor, who turned red, then back to the crowd. "Seriously, that man has never kept his word, and you're trusting him? I mean, he's trying to tell everyone I'm a fraud! Do you think he'd pay up for killing a fraud?

"Course not. Just because they killed Alex the Executioner off, do you really think they're going to be kinder and gentler now? Do you think they're gonna value you more than Alex, who was part of their inner circle?

"And why in the hell would you even join up if you thought I was a fake?"

"Because sooner or later, you'll find someone real? Errr, Your Highness…" somebody mumbled into the silence.

"Logical; I can accept that."

"But the stories…" someone else, a woman this time, spoke up from the back.

Chase snorted. "Yeah, they do sound pretty bad, don't they?"

He almost laughed as a lot of them nodded.

"Does that mean they're not true, Prince Chase?"

Chase sighed and, walking over to the edge of the platform, he dropped down to sit on the edge.

"Fall out and gather 'round, and I'll tell you the very sad story of one very bastard prince," Chase said with a big smile. "I don't know what stories they told you folks, but trust me, the reality was worse, way worse. I should know; I lived it."

"Wait, then how did you become a prince? Your Highness!" It was the same woman as before, and this time Chase saw her, mid-thirties in a medical services outfit, along with a lieutenant SG rank tab.

"Okay, what happened was, my mother fell in love with Prince Lance. At some point—and I'm not so sure Prince Lance even knew about it—I happened. Now, understand, Prince Lance was born a bastard, and it was my grandfather, the emperor, who was his father. It was years before Prince Lance was even recognized. People died over it. One of those people was his best friend.

"So if my mother Viola had simply told everyone who my father was… well, I'd definitely have been killed. She probably would've, too, and Lance? I don't know what would've happened there, but I've been assured it wouldn't have been all that great.

"Understand, my mother was thrown out of her House, in disgrace, for having me. She could've gotten rid of me before I was born, or even after, probably. But no, she kept me, and kept her mouth shut—and that completely ruined her life.

"Says a lot about how she felt about my father, as well as me, I guess.

"I met my father exactly once growing up. I didn't know who he was—why would I? I was just a kid, and we were living in poverty. He was mad at my mother for having me, for keeping me, all of that. Mainly because of his father, but I'm sure his enemies would've made our lives very interesting if they'd ever found us out.

"Months later, my mother died. I don't know whether one of his enemies caught up with her, or if she simply died of a broken heart. I'd guess the latter, but again, I was just a kid. But the moment my mother died, I was thrown out of our apartment and onto the streets. I was also kicked out of school. Because that's life in the big city for an orphaned bastard.

"So, yes, I ended up in a gang. Didn't have much of a choice, really. Either my father thought I was dead, or he didn't care. Based on events, I suspect the former." Chase sighed then. "I'd still punch him in the nose if he were alive, however. But I digress. Because all that shit about us Morgans being made of sterner stuff, being tough as nails, and all that other crap is apparently true, I not only survived, I started climbing my way up the ladder.

"Now, when I got arrested for what would've been a capital crime, my father, Prince Lance, suddenly swooped in. He sentenced me to the Navy, and specifically sent me here. He said it would be better for me. I, of course, was pissed as hell at him, because I figured he'd abandoned me, and I wanted nothing to do with him.

"I still had no idea he was a prince. I just knew he was important. Obviously, he told Fleet Captain Witner who I was, and let me tell you, when I was told, it was the shock of my life.

"As for why I agree to take this on? Well, somebody has to, and my mother risked everything for me, and lost everything for me. By doing this, it repairs her reputation and gets her back her place in her family. Yeah, she's dead. So what? I may be a mean and nasty bastard, but this is my mom I'm talking 'bout. Plus, like him or hate him, they killed my father. Maybe we could've worked it out.

"Questions?"

"Prince Chase, what makes you better than the Speaker, if you're such a mean bastard?" one of the men in the middle asked.

"How much do you think Neill cares about you? About his soldiers, his sailors, or his people, the citizens of the empire?"

"And you're saying you do, Your Highness?" he asked again as he started pushing past the others to get closer.

"Yeah, I do," Chase said, nodding. "As one of the senior lieutenants in the biggest gang in Empire City, I learned early on that if you don't value your people, they won't perform. They won't engage. They won't listen to you when you talk.

"If I didn't value you, Trevor there would be dead, got it? But he's a part of my Navy, my empire, my gang. So I gotta try to reform him, get him back on track. And that's why you're all here. I'm worried you didn't get the message. The Wolfhounds is a pretty sweet berth. Yeah, it's hard; I started out as a machinist's mate; I know just how hard it can be. But everybody works, and they work hard. They do the job. Because doing the job is important here, no matter how small or how hard. My father was right about this being the place I belong." Chase was watching the guy as he continued to make his way closer. He had a hand in his pocket. Chase looked around at everyone and smiled.

"Now I'm expecting you to work hard, do your best, and be a member of the team, just like I did when I got here."

"And what are you going to do when you win? How will you be any better than the DPRS?" the man asked as he stood before Chase.

"I'm going to put it all back the way it was before he took over, so everyone has food, clothes, and a job. So we don't have secret police hauling people off to be killed."

"Yeah, well, maybe we don't want to be ruled by nobles no more," he said, getting angry.

"Uh-huh. So is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?" Chase asked with a big ass grin.

"I'll show you happy!" the man said, pulling out his hand. Chase noticed that he did in fact have a pistol, one very much like the one Trevor had used.

"Gun!" someone yelled out as the pistol cleared his pocket. Chase went to kick him in the face, but he was already being dragged down by three different people in the crowd, and suddenly Trevor of all people went by and landed on the guy's back so hard, Chase heard bones breaking.

He heard a muffled shot, then another. At the second one, the body flinched and went still.

"Artemis, send a medical team down here; I think we've got wounded. Also, send down a couple of security to throw this man's body out the air lock. I don't want it on my asteroid anymore."

"Immediately, Prince Chase," echoed through the hangar.

"Wait, there wasn't any security here?" one of them asked.

"Course not. I knew most of you were trustworthy when I walked in here, I just wanted to be sure I could trust all of you when I left. I need you—I need all of you, and once this war is over, I'll still need all of you—to help me put things back to rights. This isn't just about serving me; it's about me serving the people, all the people. How else do you think House Morgan has ruled for so long?

"Trevor?"

"Yes, Prince Chase?"

"You better go back to the medbay; I suspect the docs might want to check that bandage and yell at you."

"Yes, sir."

"And thanks, Trevor."

Chase almost laughed as Trevor smiled. "I may be an idiot, Prince Chase, but I'm certainly no fool!"


Nightholme System

ESC Astra Squadron Room

Chase, Claire, and the other members of the Dire Wolves' 2nd Squadron were all sitting around and watching 1st Fleet launch on the screen while listening to the air boss and hangar command over fleet comms. Chase had to admit, it was impressive to watch, and hopefully he wouldn't get in trouble for it. He was listening to a more secure accounting of what was going on via the earplug from his tablet. Claire was getting more or less the same thing, as she was the squadron commander, though he'd told Artemis that he was to give her anything she asked for.

As the Astra cleared the hangar bay, the display shifted to a map of the system from a top down perspective, with all the targets labeled.

"Damn, that destroyer's still docked at Belfast Station," Alexia, the Zorro Flight lead, pointed out.

"Fleet captain just re-tasked 5th Battle Group to support the 6th Battle Group that was assigned to take Belfast Station," Claire told the squadron. "As there doesn't appear to be any significant defensive forces in the system, he decided not to take chances."

"Chances? It's just a single destroyer!"

"It's suspicious," Chase said. "Anything suspicious should be treated with care."

"Wonder what they'll do once they realize we're here?" asked Heaven Cobb, call-sign Talon-10.

"Probably run for it—unless, of course, the reason they're still there is because they're suffering from some sort of engineering failure."

"All right, everyone! Go suit up!" Claire said, standing up. "We're going to be launching in twenty, so get into your spacesuits and check your weapons. Captain Stannish has decided on the Blitzkrieg approach. Hop to it!"

#

Ann Wells was head down in her programming when the all hands circuit suddenly went active.

"Attention! Doctor Helfner's just called for a meeting of Tiger Team Leo! Tiger Team Leo members, grab your stuff and get up here immediately! Attention! Tiger Team Leo! Report immediately! You all know how Doctor Helfner hates dawdlers!"

"Who the hell names a tiger team Leo?" Justin asked as Ann stopped what she was doing, opened up another window on her terminal, and quickly entered commands.

"It's a code," she said as she hit Execute on the latest system archive function. She then sent the commands to set her own plan in motion.

"Code for what?"

"Time To Leave, that's what."

"Leave? What do you mean, leave?"

Standing up, Ann looked around the room, grabbed her tablet, and put it in her belt carrier, then opened up the bottom drawer on her desk, and pulled out the small tool bag. Then she grabbed her tote bag, which had been sitting underneath the desk, as she now took it with her everywhere.

"Everyone on Tiger Team Leo is going to board that Destroyer. Then they're going to leave."

"Why would they do that?"

"Because that rebel prince, or whatever he is, is attacking the system. You do know this is a secret military project we're working on?"

"Wait, how come I wasn't told about this?"

"Because you're replaceable. So am I, apparently."

"So they're just going to leave us behind?" Justin said, looking around the room.

"Oh, no, no! Of course not!" Ann said as she headed for the exit. Opening the door, she could hear the sound of running feet.

"Oh! Well, that's a relief!"

"They're going to blow up the station with a nuclear missile from the destroyer as it leaves, to ensure that nothing we've been doing and nobody who's been doing it will fall into enemy hands."

"WAIT! WHAT?" Justin yelled.

"You might want to abandon ship. Bye, Justin!" With that, she ran off down the corridor, headed to one of the emergency stairways, and started down it to the flight deck. She avoided all the elevators; those would take too long. She had a lot to do and very little time to do it. At least it was down all the way, so she covered the ten flights of stairs in a little over two minutes.

Panting, she exited the stairway and ran down another long corridor, getting passed by several of the select few who obviously didn't wish to get left behind. Ducking into a side passageway, she sprinted down it as it circled around the inside of the station's outer hull until it ended at the entrance to the exterior maintenance section. Nobody worked there anymore. Apparently both Doctor Helfner and the destroyer captain had decided they didn't like the idea of 'civilians' working outside the orbital. Since they were planning on killing over a thousand people in cold blood, she wasn't all that surprised at their paranoia.

Sliding to a stop at the maintenance access hatch, she punched in the code, and stepped inside, panting heavily as she started to sweat. As soon as it closed, she jammed a screwdriver into the mechanism. Last thing she wanted was some idiot interfering. Next, she went over to the command console just beneath the view port that looked out onto the small maintenance hangar. Sitting down to catch her breath, she carefully typed in a series of command overrides, and then looked out the control room window. The outside hatch was opening.

Giving a heavy sigh of relief, she unzipped her tote bag and upended it, dumping it out onto the floor. Standing up, she kicked off her shoes, and quickly stripped out of her clothes. Picking up her pressure suit from where she'd dumped it, she donned it as fast as she could—something she'd been practicing twice a day, every day, for the last several months. That done, she put on the small life support backpack, then donned her helmet and watched the telltales to insure that the pack connected.

That task complete, she swept her clothes into the bag, sealed it, then opened the lock to cycle out onto the flight deck.

"Abandon ship! All hands! Abandon ship! We've been targeted for destruction! Abandon ship!"

Ann smiled as she sealed her helmet and closed the door. She'd programmed that to happen as soon as the destroyer began the undocking procedure. It wasn't out of a sense of generosity, however. It was just that the more targets that were flying around out there, the better her odds were of escaping safely. She knew neither the captain or her former boss would hesitate for a second to use the ship's guns to keep anyone from escaping.

Once out on the hangar deck, she quickly made her way over to the small maintenance runabout. It was already powered up, so opening the exterior door, she tossed her stuff inside, then went over to the wall where the data backup station she'd secretly installed a couple of months ago was located. Grabbing the handles, she pulled out the main data storage array. That done, she trotted back to the runabout. Stepping inside, she sealed the hatch, locked it, opened the interior hatch to the small cabin, and headed for the pilot's seat.

She'd taken a lot of simulator training, but this was her first time doing it for real. She could only hope it wasn't all that different. Lifting the runabout off the floor, she slowly moved it out the open hatch, and stopped just outside the station. She could see the destroyer moving away from the station as several shuttles suddenly blasted out of the main flight deck. One was tagged immediately by one of the destroyer's energy weapons. The others started evasive maneuvers, as escape pods popped off the sides of the habitat.

She flew down and around the orbital carefully, staying close to it, as the destroyer boosted away from the station, its guns trying to pick off all the escaping workers. Once she had the station between herself and the destroyer, she'd boost to get away. That would be the tricky part, she was sure.

"Cease firing or be fired upon!" suddenly came over the radio on the emergency frequency.

Swearing, Ann immediately went to full throttle and pointed the small runabout away from the station. She had no doubt the destroyer had just launched a couple missiles at the station and was probably flying away as fast as it could before it was destroyed by the attacking force.

Ten seconds later, the display showing the view behind her turned white. Getting out of her seat, she went and got the data array, then put it in her tote with her clothes. That done, she attached the tote to her belt. Returning to the pilot's seat, she killed the engines and triggered the distress beacon.

Now all she had to do was wait.

#

"They did what?" Captain Witner said from his command seat on the bridge of the Wolfhound Base.

"They nuked the orbital, Fleet Captain! As they pulled away, people started abandoning the station in rescue capsules, and they fired on them! I ordered them to stop, but I was still too far away to engage!" Captain Geniene of the 6th Battle Group said. Captain Witner could tell that Greg was just as shocked and upset as he was by his falling back to strict protocol.

"I've ordered my ships to move in as quickly as possible and pick up whatever survivors are left. I don't think they got all the escape pods, and there's one shuttle that looks like it may be intact."

"Keep them in isolation from each other. I want to know what was so important on that station that they didn't want us to have it."

"Understood, Captain."

Captain Witner swore as the comm channel switched off.

"Artemis, any idea where they're heading to, based on their escape trajectory?"

"I'm unable to tell, Captain; they're varying their course every fifteen minutes."

"Do we have any sort of count on how many escape capsules are left intact?"

"Based on the data the 6th and 7th Battle Groups are relaying to me, there appears to be eleven capsules, the shuttle, and a small craft, possibly a runabout."

"That's it?"

"They destroyed over thirty capsules, and when the station exploded, it took out dozens more that hadn't yet reached a safe distance. We may find surviving capsules among the wreckage, but I rate the probability of that as low."

"Captain!" the comms operator said.

"Go, Comms."

"The other two orbitals are broadcasting their surrender and asking for protection."

"Pass that on to Captain Stannish, tell them we accept their surrender, and any ship firing on them will be pursued and destroyed."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"Sensors! What's the disposition on the remaining enemy ships in the system?"

"There are three DPRS frigates in system, and two more that appear to be under the command of the local governor. Two of the DPRS frigates are docked. The one out patrolling the system is turning and running. The two system-controlled frigates are broadcasting their surrender now, as well."

"I'm surprised there aren't more system defenses," Felice said from her station.

"They probably didn't want to draw attention to what they were doing on Belfast Station. Artemis, what do we know about Belfast Station?"

"Belfast station is owned by the Nightholme Mining Consortium, which is chaired by Duke Kazuya Miyoto of House Miyoto. Or was. As mentioned in earlier briefings, it supported mining operations on the second planet. I think we can now state that it was no longer engaging in those operations and had been taken over by the DPRS."

"Well, let's see if there are any other surprises in store for us. Comms, have we received any messages from the planetary governor's office yet?"

"Not yet, Captain."

"Inform Colonel Martin that he's free to begin his assault at his discretion."

"Aye, aye, Captain."

#

They were all back in the Astra, stripping out of their space suits and hanging them up to be cleaned and serviced before hitting the showers.

"Damn, eighteen hours of boring combat patrols," Willis, also known as Talon-4, complained as they all trooped into the showers.

"And not a damn thing to shoot at," Aaron from Zorro Flight agreed. "Any idea what was up with that, Chase?"

"The Marines had a lot to deal with on the surface, so they wanted us overhead in case they needed to call for support."

"There was fighting groundside?"

Chase laughed. "Only with the wildlife! The governor rolled over as soon as she could be bothered to get out of bed and answer her phone. Apparently, the folks here don't give a damn who thinks they're in charge, one way or the other. Too busy dealing with the local wildlife, I guess."

"I've been here before," said Steve, the flight lead for Action Flight. "Trust me, if you go down there, bring your pistol and your carbine, plus a hundred rounds of ammo for each."

"That bad?" Aaron asked.

"Normally, no. But the one time it is? If you're not armed, you're gonna end up in something's belly. Maybe several somethings. There's a reason big game hunters love this place. If you're not good, you won't survive. Also, the weather is downright insane, so always wear your pressure suit outside."

"So what's up for us next, Chase?" Willis asked.

"If you think I'm going to go over Claire's head, you haven't been in that suit long enough!" Chase shot back.

"Aww, she won't get mad at us!"

"No, she'll get mad at me. Which hurts. A lot."

The others laughed as Chase turned on the hot water and took a few moments to work the kinks out. No matter how good the suit or the system, being in it for eighteen hours wasn't much fun. What he really wanted to do now was rack out and sleep. He'd been up way too long.

He was on his way back to the quarters he shared with Claire, wearing nothing more than a towel, when Commander Hinkle, the Astra's captain, ran into him.

"Ah, Prince Chase, just the man I was looking for!" Hinkle said as he and Chase saluted each other at the same time. Chase because Hinkle was the captain of the ship, and Hinkle because he was addressing Chase as 'Prince' and not 'Warrant'.

It took Chase's tired mind an entire extra second to puzzle that one out.

"What do they want, Captain?"

Hinkle smiled. "They always want something, right?"

"I want to go to bed. I'm guessing I'm not going to be able to?"

"They need you to go down to meet the governor, but I think you've got enough time to put on some clothes."

"Thanks. Claire's going to kill me."

"Yeah, especially since she can't go with you."

"Huh?"

"Chase, she's in charge of 2nd Squadron, and they're still on deployment."

Chase made an 'Oh' with his mouth and headed down to the compartment with the captain in tow.

"Give me a moment," he said and, stepping inside, he hung up the towel and grabbed his pressure suit.

"What are you doing?" Claire asked with a yawn, already half-asleep.

"They want me down on the surface. I need to meet the governor or something," Chase said, and then yawned himself as he stepped into his pressure suit.

"Dammit, I was just about to fall asleep!" she grumbled.

"Claire, I was just reminded that you're the squadron commander, and we're on deployment."

The words that tumbled out of her mouth at that moment were enough to strip hull metal, making his eyes widen just a hair.

"Damn, and I though I knew some bad language!" Chase said with a laugh.

"Never go out and get drunk with a bunch of Valkyries," she replied, collapsing back onto the bed. "Hearing my own mother saying those things is a memory I'll never forget."

"I can imagine," Chase agreed. Pulling out his pistol and belt, he put it on in a cross-draw configuration under his arm before pulling out one of his flight suits and getting into it.

"Going armed?"

"Oh, yeah. Steve's been there before. I'm bringing my carbine, too! He said to go armed at all times."

"Huh."

Chase grabbed a couple of magazines, stepped into the flight boots he wore over the pressure suit, and stowed the helmet on his thigh, then went over and gave Claire a kiss.

"Be safe," she told him with a smile.

"You, too," he said and, leaving the compartment, he smiled at Captain Hinkle. "I need to run by my mech and grab my carbine."

"Oh, you don't need that, Prince Chase."

"It wasn't a suggestion, Captain. Earl Jackson's been there before. He said to always go armed, and I'd be a fool of an emperor if I didn't listen to my nobles when they've given me fair warning."

Hinkle laughed and led the way down to the hangar deck. "I don't think I've ever been chewed out so politely before!"

"Eh, I get wordy when I'm tired, 'cause I have trouble with being polite. So I want to be sure I don't offend you, Captain, especially on your own ship."

"When was the last time you slept, Prince Chase?"

"Too long," Chase grumbled.

By the time they got to the waiting shuttle, Chase had his carbine slung across his chest on a clip, with a few more magazines in his pockets.

Going aboard, he made his way to the back, still half asleep. Jill was there, as well as Felice.

"Where are your weapons?" he said, looking them both over.

"Chase, the battle's over," Felice said.

"Pilot! Are we still docked?" he called out.

"Yes, sir!"

"Call the ship, I want the armory to send up two pistols with belts, and a hundred rounds of ammo. That's an order!"

"On it, Prince Chase!"

"Chase!" Felice growled at him.

Walking over to Felice, he dropped into the seat beside her.

"Don't argue," he said in a soft voice, "or I'll get in your face and use the kind of language that'll make you blush."

"Chase!" she said, turning to him and frowning.

"It's for the wildlife. I've been warned, repeatedly. Oh, and make sure our guards have lots of ammo. Wake me when we get there," Chase said and, tucking up his legs and rolling onto his side in the seat, he was asleep instantly.

Jill laughed at Felice, who was still scowling at the now sound asleep Chase.

"What?" Felice asked, turning back to her.

"If Chase is going to insist on me, of all people, being armed in his presence, I'm not going to say no. Especially when he's already seen how good a shot I am."

"I'm just not used to taking orders from such a young man," Felice said, looking around the rear cabin. It was empty, but apparently the pilot up front could hear them if they talked too loudly.

"Now you know how I feel," Jill said with a smile. "Still, it says a lot for him that he's concerned. I mean, here I thought I was the only one who was going to be armed."

"Wait, you're armed?"

"Felice, I'm always armed, but a regular service pistol has a lot more rounds than the small holdout pistol I've got hidden on me."

A courier ran in then with two pistol belts, holsters holding two pistols, and a bag with a fair number of magazines. He handed it to Felice, saluted, and then left.

She passed one to Jill, then stood up, took off her uniform jacket, and put the other one on. "Let's get going, Chief," she told the pilot.

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

Chase started awake as someone touched his arm, and he rolled away from them, onto the floor, with his hand inside his flight suit. Felice was looking at him, a little surprised.

"Damn, don't do that to me!" he complained as he let go of the butt of his pistol, pulled his hand out, and got to his feet.

"Well, what was I supposed to do?"

"Kick my foot. I'm guessing I didn't wake up when you said my name?" he asked and stretched, yawning. The carbine was still attached to his chest, so he unclipped it, pointed it at the floor, charged it, checked the safety, and then slung it around on his back, muzzle down.

"Yes, and I'll make a note of it. What's got you so worried?"

"One of the earls in the squadron has been here before. He said the animal life is deadly, and you always need to be on your guard. Also, I'm sorry if I snapped at you. I get testy when I haven't had any sleep in days."

"We did bring your dress uniform along," she said, looking him up and down.

"If I wasn't so damn tired, I'd wear it. But I'd say this makes it clear that I've been busy, and instead of looking bored when I yawn, I'll just look tired."

Felice nodded slowly. "I have to agree with you. I think next time we need to make sure you're not just coming off of a long patrol. Now, let's go meet the governor."

Nodding, Chase followed her out of the shuttle and down the ramp into a large hangar, with Jill bringing up the rear. He looked around.

"Where's the hangar door?"

"Up there," said Ken, one of his marine guards, pointing up.

Stopping and craning his neck, Chase looked up and saw a large door up above that had already closed.

"Huh. We lose anybody to the local fauna?" Chase asked, looking back at him.

"A few injuries, but nobody's gotten themselves killed yet."

"If it hasn't been said already, make sure everyone coming here is armed and has reloads, okay?"

"Oh, the order's already been passed, Prince Chase. More than a few of the officers have been here before, and every time somebody gets hurt, we all get one hell of a lecture!" Ken said with a chuckle.

"I guess I need to make sure all the Navy people get the same order," Felice said, pulling out her tablet and tapping a quick message.

"So what are the people like down here?" Chase asked, and then yawned again. He couldn't understand why he was so exhausted.

"Straight talkers, a bit rough around the edges. They all go armed, and they'd rather die than not. While it seems to be pretty safe down here, if you don't recognize it as a human pet or a human-bred animal, shoot it."

"They got a lot of those down here?"

"I don't know, haven't seen any yet."

"Okay, let's get moving," Felice said, and with that, the guards formed up and they headed off.

"Over the last ten years, they've moved a lot of their installations underground," Felice told Chase as they walked. "They claim it was to cut down on attacks by dangerous animals, but Jill thinks otherwise."

"Jill?" Chase prompted.

"They were preparing for war. I don't know whether they were thinking of seceding, or if someone else was planning to try to pick them off, but they have a delightful amount of paranoia."

"Well, everything is out to kill them, right?" Chase joked.

"Apparently so."

Chase didn't say anything after that, as they were led out of the hangar, down a long corridor, then through a security checkpoint—which they were waved through—that led them into what he guessed was the capitol. There were signs for Parliament, Main Hall, Offices, and all that, plus another one for the Governor's Office, and that was the way they turned.

He noticed everyone was armed; they were all wearing pistols, and some had carbines as well. Based on their dress, he got the impression that those with the carbines weren't really from here, while the others looked like government workers.

He followed Felice into an office, past a secretary, and into another office, where a woman was sitting behind the desk. He guessed late thirties to early forties. She was fit and a little weathered-looking. Honestly, he liked it. She had a slight cast to her features he'd heard described as Asian, and she was quite attractive, but not in a classically pretty way. More of a self-assured or confident way. This was somebody who got things done and wasn't afraid to tangle.

"Governor Weyes, I'm Captain Felice Morrow, Fleet Captain Witner's XO."

"I thought the prince was supposed to be here?" she asked, looking them over. Chase winked, and she started to frown for a moment, then stopped and looked back at Felice.

"Yes, allow me to introduce Prince Chase Collisward Morgan. Prince Chase, this is Masako Weyes."

Chase stepped forward and smiled, giving a slight bow as she looked him over.

"Not what you were expecting is it?" he asked, still smiling.

"I'm surprised you're not dressed up like the others; you're wearing a pressure suit, and you're well-armed."

"I was out on an extended combat patrol with my squadron, and somebody forgot to give me a chance to get some sleep," he said with a put-upon sigh. "As for the outfit, one of my nobles regaled me with stories about this place and recommended it. Also, I'm tired, I'm sure I look tired, and if I showed up in that nice, pretty uniform, you'd get the wrong impression."

"And what impression would that be?" she asked, looking him in the eye.

"That I'm a lazy bum who can't be bothered to take this seriously, instead of someone who works hard and missed a couple of sleep cycles."

"I'm surprised that you, a prince, would take care of those duties and not assign them to someone else."

"Oh, like you would? Or should I say, like your advisors keep asking you to?"

Weyes smiled at him. "Perceptive. So, you're our new emperor?"

"That would be the case. Excuse me, please, while I sit down; it was a very long patrol," Chase said, and yawned as he walked around to the other side of Weyes' desk, sat on the edge of it, and smiled at her. "Sorry, my manners tend to suffer when I'm tired. I mean, if you'd been a guy, I'd have taken your seat, but certain habits are hard to break."

Weyes went from looking surprised to laughing. "You're a bold one, I see."

"Yes. Now, I've come, we've met, you know I exist, I'm for real, and all that, so before I ask a couple of questions, what do you need, what do you want?"

"Right to the point." She nodded. "We're actually in fairly good shape. The pharmaceutical operations have helped us, as they have both money and political influence."

"What about your mining operations?"

"They've been curtailed some, but not as bad as many of the others we've heard about."

"Oh? How'd you manage that?"

"So many of our nobles are big-game hunters, and so many of them end up as the victims of their hunts; it's a matter of family and House honor, after all, that they engage in such hunts regularly. That's left us with a very low population, so they left us with the few we have."

Chase stared at her a full ten seconds, then burst out laughing.

"They bought that?" he asked, still laughing.

The smile on Weyes face was genuine now, and he had to admit, it moved her up into the very attractive category.

"After several members of the DPRS got eaten while trying to visit the different Houses here to verify what we told them, they decided we were being truthful and left."

"Good for you. Do you know if there are, or were, any members of my House here?"

"You don't know?"

Chase shook his head. "Far as I know, there weren't any here at the time we were trapped in suspend, but that could've changed. I know some members of the House liked to come here to hunt, or at least that's what I've been told. I grew up outside the family."

"So I've heard, but I seem to recall your father did the same, and he wasn't recognized until he turned twenty-one."

"I don't think he ever planned to ask that I be recognized, and to be fair, I would've been okay with that. But someone had to step up, so here I am.

"Any idea what they were working on out there on Belfast Station?"

Weyes shook her head. "No. The security was very high, and none of the workers ever came down to the surface—they were prohibited from doing so. They did use the services of the orbital above, however, that was it."

"And your spies?" he asked.

"Why would I have spies?" Weyes replied, smiling at him.

"You know, I happen to know that we have some very fine wines aboard our base, a holdover from my grandfather. I could arrange for a bottle to find its way down here if you were to, say, not make me ask again?"

Weyes laughed again. "We know it was some sort of weapons program named 'Damocles', but that was all we could learn. Their security was quite strict."

"How long ago did the warship come into the system?"

"About the time you took Danip. It was from the Homeland Security Department on Cor Imperii. That wasn't hard to figure out at all. We're not sure when the research started, exactly, but the station was moved out there three and a half years ago."

"Thank you, Governor Weyes," Chase said with a smile. Sitting on her desk, their eyes were level.

"Please, call me Masako, Prince Chase."

"I'd be delighted to."

"I don't suppose I could offer you dinner?"

Chase's stomach took the opportunity to growl.

"Why, I'd be delighted, just don't be surprised if I fall asleep on you. It's been a very long day."

"Give me a moment to finish a few things and make a reservation, and we'll be off."

"Of course; I'll wait outside," Chase said, getting back to his feet. Felice rolled her eyes, and Jill was frowning.

"What do you think you're doing?" Jill whispered as soon as the office door closed behind them.

"Getting dinner," Chase said and yawned again; it seemed he just couldn't stop doing that. "I'm starving. The stuff you get to eat in a mech isn't very filling or satisfying, and there's very little of it.

"She's trying to get you into bed!"

Chase snorted and looked at Felice.

"I have to agree with Jill on this one, Chase."

Chase stopped a moment, closed his eyes, raised his hand to his face, and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

"Felice, I'm tired, hungry, and a little slow. I want your advice; bottom line it for me, please."

"If you do this, you'll have regrets."

"Voice of experience?"

"Sadly, yes."

"Ken?" he asked his lead Marine guard.

"Yes, sir?"

"Get me out of here. Felice, cover for me, please."

"Of course."

"This way, Prince Chase," Ken said in a low voice. Taking Chase by the arm, Ken led him away quickly, with his security team in tow.

"I'm surprised he listened," Jill said, turning back to Felice.

"I'm a little surprised he asked for my advice."

"Oh?"

"That means he's starting to trust me."

Jill thought about that a moment. "I almost wanted to let him go, because I'm sure the fight between him and Claire would've been epic."

"Possibly. Probably, even. But you were the one who went there first."

Jill sighed and nodded. "Yeah, but I'm supposed to be the Intelligence head, which means I'm supposed to show some."

Felice laughed at that and pulled out her tablet. "I need to call for a ship to come and get us, seeing as Chase just took ours. Besides, maybe we'll both get a free dinner out of this."

"One can hope."

"We're here, Chase," Ken said, waking him up by kicking his foot. Chase opened his eyes and took a moment to get oriented. He didn't even remember coming aboard the shuttle.

"Where's here?"

"The Astra."

"Ah, good, I think I can find my way from here."

"Yeah, sure you can," Ken said, pulling Chase to his feet. "Humor me, Chase."

"Yeah, where's my carbine?"

"You gave it to me when we came aboard."

"Damn, I'm tired."

"Yeah, let's get you to bed."

Chase yawned and headed to his berth with Claire.

"You can put that in my mech after you're done with me," he said and yawned again.

When they got to his room, he shucked off the flight suit, dumped his holster with pistol on top of it, then with Ken's help, peeled off his pressure suit, and all but collapsed on the bed next to Claire.

Leaving the berth and closing the door behind him, Ken got out his tablet.

"Artemis, make sure he gets at least six hours of sleep."

"I'll make sure it's so."

"And get me and the rest of the team a channel on our comm units so I don't have to pull out my tablet to talk to you."

"I'll need authorization to do that, Ken."

"Ask Prince Chase when he's rested, okay?"

"I'll do so, thank you."

"That's what I'm here for. Thanks, Artemis."

"You're very welcome."

#

"Morning, sleepyhead."

"Huh? Where am I?" Chase asked groggily as he opened his eyes and saw a bulkhead. "And what time is it?"

"It's almost three," Claire said.

Looking up, he saw she was dressed, and apparently she'd been up for a while.

"Damn, how long have I been asleep?"

"Eight hours. Artemis told me they got you back here about six."

"Got me… oh, right, they dragged me down to the surface to meet the governor."

"So I heard. How'd it go?"

"I think I owe somebody a bottle of wine from my grandfather's stash. Oh, and apparently I almost ended up in bed with her, if Felice and Jill were right."

"What?" Claire asked, her voice dropping a few octaves as she said it.

"The governor's very cute and charismatic—I think she's probably early forties?—we hit it off quite well, and she wanted to take me to dinner."

"And?" Claire asked, slowly.

"Jill told me she wanted to get me in bed, and Felice told me I'd regret it if I went to dinner. So I bailed and came back here."

"Felice told you?"

Sitting up slowly, Chase closed his eyes a moment. "Why the hell am I so tired, and why the hell was I so scattered? Being up for two days straight shouldn't have made me so damn groggy. Even if I spent one of them living inside my mech."

"You ate the combat rations, remember?"

"Umm, yeah, that's all I had in there. What's that got to do with anything?"

"Com—" Clair swore and facepalmed. "Dammit, you didn't go to regular training, and I never thought to tell you." Sighing, she looked at him, a little embarrassed. "Combat rations have stimulants in them, both to counteract the effect of food making you tired when you eat, as well as to keep you alert because you're in a combat zone for a prolonged period of time.

"So you probably crashed pretty hard once the effects wore off."

"I barely remember falling into bed. Ken, I think, helped me undress…" Chase sighed. "Well, at least I know why I was feeling a little spacey."

"So would you have?"

"Would I have what?" Chase asked, momentarily confused.

"Gone to bed with her?"

Chase shook his head and chuckled. "Claire, all I wanted was to eat some food and find a warm place to sleep. I've also developed a preference for not sleeping alone anymore for some reason." Chase looked at Claire and smiled. "So, yeah. I would've crawled into bed with her, cuddled up, and been asleep immediately."

"I see," Claire said, frowning just a little, "and when you woke up?"

"I guess that depends on how long it took me to realize it wasn't you." Chase sighed. "Yeah, I would have regretted it. A lot. Not because she wasn't pretty or wouldn't have been fun, but because I don't want you pissed at me for the rest of our lives together."

"Did I just hear you right?" Claire said after a brief moment of silence.

"Yes, I just admitted to the surprising fact that I would've regretted sleeping with someone other than you, because it would make you mad."

"That's not the part I'm asking about, Chase."

"What part are you asking about?"

"The 'rest of our lives together' part."

"Umm, yeah, and?"

"Chase, are you proposing to me?"

"Wait, what?"

"Are you proposing? That's usually what immediately precedes a man and a woman spending 'the rest of their lives together'."

"Oh…"

"Well?"

"Once I've been to the Tomb, and everyone knows who I am, yeah, I'm gonna marry your ass," Chase said with a smirk. "I mean, who else would have me?"

Claire rolled her eyes. "Every woman would have you."

"No, they'd want me, they wouldn't have me. Oh, I'm sure I'd have them, but they'd never really have me. They'd be bedwarmers, enjoyable diversions, they wouldn't be someone who knows they have my attention, my interest, my faith—and yes, my love."

"Oh!" Claire said and thought about that a moment. "You are going to propose first, right?"

"I thought it might be safer and more fun to just order you," Chase teased.

"Chase…" Claire growled.

"Oh, come on. It'd be funny, and we'd both laugh about years later."

"It would mean a lot more to me if you proposed first."

Chase nodded. "Yeah, that's probably not something I should joke about."

"You do understand that I'm going to hold you to it?"

"Just as long as you understand that if you say no, I will order you."

"Deal!" Claire said, grinning. "Now, how about we see if we can get you some food?"

Chase had to swallow, as his mouth started watering at the sound of the word.

"Food would be good. Let me grab my flight suit."

Getting up and dressed, Chase had a thought. "I wonder if she's still going to chase after me?"

"The governor?"

He nodded. "Yeah, I think I may have unintentionally sparked her interest."

"Oh, I'm sure her interest was sparking the moment she laid eyes on you."

"Probably. But hey, she's not a noble, so it would be 'safe', right?" he teased.

"There is that; why, do you want to?"

"My ego does; I'm sure it'd be fun. Why? Are you about to tell me I can?"

Claire looked thoughtful for a moment, then sighed a little wistfully.

"I don't want to know about it, unless it's important, and I want you to be discrete."

"What?"

"Chase, like it or not, bedding women is another tool of diplomacy when you're the emperor or the crown prince. Your grandfather had affairs, and I'm sure some of them were very much for that reason. Even some of the nobles engage in that behavior. Tricia falls into that category. She wants to sleep with you because it would bring her and her House advantages. So regardless of my feelings about it, you need to do what you need to do."

"Just when I think I'm getting a handle on things, it all gets complicated again." Chase sighed.

"Yeah, well, I have a half-brother. Or had; who knows if he's still alive? I asked my mother about it once. I won't bore you with the details, but she told me the reason, that she didn't love my father any less, and she didn't hold it against my half-brother, or even his mother. Just understand that if you start bed-hopping, I will start breaking bones, Chase."

Chase stopped, hugged Claire tight, then kissed her. "I do love you, Claire. I just wanted to get that out in the open."

"Maybe you should deliver that bottle of wine personally."

Chase sighed; they were standing outside the entryway to the mess. "Are you pushing me to do this?"

"You need to ask yourself how important it is to tie her closer to you. The DPRS hasn't messed with Nocturne because I'm sure they flood the DPRS coffers with credits. The drug companies working here generate a lot of money, and obviously enough power, that they were able to dictate their own terms. You probably don't want to get on her bad side."

"Let's eat."

"I already ate. Let's get you fed, then you're most definitely going to the showers."

Chase gave her a lopsided grin. "Then bed?"

"Yes, bed."


Port Diamond

Planet Amber

Troy looked around as he departed the shuttle that had brought him down to the planet's surface. Most ships that came to Amber didn't come down to the surface to land, as the amount of volcanic dust in the upper atmosphere increased their maintenance so much that it wasn't cost effective. That also made shuttle flights more expensive, as they had to cover that maintenance.

They'd given him a cheap breathing mask just before they'd departed, really a filter that you wore over your mouth and nose. Apparently, there'd been another eruption in the last week or so, and all the ash hadn't settled out yet—or that's what he was told.

With his single bag in hand, he made his way to the terminal. He wasn't sure what his next move here was going to be—yet. He doubted he could find a ship directly to Norfolk from here. Most likely he'd have to travel to someplace closer and look for a flight from there. Flying commercially around the Solarian Republic these days was a lot harder than it had been when they'd first been founded, as the powers that be had decided to cut back on personal travel. The theory was, unless you controlled people's movement, you couldn't really control what they knew. Or something like that.

But that also led to the question of whether or not he should check in with the local secret police and intelligence services. It would give him access to more services, but it would also let everyone know that he was very much alive. Which, depending on who'd tried to have him killed, might not be wise. Amber and the Atlaan System were on the edge of Solarian space, and he had no knowledge of the place. Their biggest export was gemstones, most of which were used in equipment or equipment manufacturing.

But right now, he had money. Getting a flight from Pearson back into the Republic quickly hadn't been cheap, but raising funds hadn't been all that hard when he knew he'd be long gone before any investigation could catch up with him.

But first things first. He'd just spent five very boring weeks on a ship with no opportunities for fun or relaxation. First, he'd find a room, then he'd find a bar, and then he'd find some lucky little lady to provide him with some entertainment.

Two hours later, Troy had found a place that wasn't too fancy that suited his needs. The bar across the street was a little run down and had a bit of a rougher clientele. Sure, he might not find something up to his usual standards, but this far out on the ass end of the People's Republic, you couldn't be choosey.

"I heard that prince took Nocturne a few days ago," said someone coming up to the bar as Troy started in on his second beer.

"Yeah, I heard they rolled right over, didn't even fire a shot," the man next to Troy said.

"Well, after he destroyed the 3rd Fleet at Okla, could you blame 'em?"

"Hell, I wish they were headed this way! How long before Speaker Neill and those other assholes abandon us?"

"Oh, like anybody will miss those shitheads once they're gone," the first one said after taking a drink of his beer. "All those thieving bastards ever do is steal our women and our claims, and murder anybody who even thought of standing up to 'em. I'm glad they're pulling out."

"Pulling out?" Troy asked. "Who's pulling out?"

"The DPRS, the whole lot of 'em! And good riddance to those bastards!" the first one said, and several people nodded. Troy had to admit, he was surprised anyone would say such a thing out loud and in public. If he wasn't trying to keep a low profile, he'd kill these people himself!

"Why would they do that?" Troy asked instead.

"Because they don't have the power or the ability to keep us," the man next to him said. "Kasyor's Killers executed too many of the nobles and their families, so the economy's collapsing. They took so many of our nobles away that we can barely mine enough to stay alive. After 3rd Fleet got destroyed a couple months ago, all the warships in orbit left, except for one small frigate, and I hear the remaining DPRS officials here are fighting over space on it to get out of here, because once it's gone, they figure they'll be killed."

Troy snorted. "Like anyone would have the guts."

"You're not from around here, I take it?"

"Just got in from Pearson," Troy said.

"Well, you might want to watch that attitude. Neill's boys ruled by force, and lots of it. The moment that frigate pulls out, and it's clear we're being abandoned, reprisals are gonna start. It ain't gonna be pretty, either."

"I think we should all tell that prince we're on his side," said someone else sitting at the bar. "The Morgans always took care of us before; they'll take care of us again."

"Why would anybody want to be ruled by an emperor and his nobles?" Troy asked.

"Oh, maybe because we all like eatin', and not being stood up before a wall and shot 'cause some ugly ass from the local government wants to make your daughter his sex slave?"

Troy almost retorted, Yeah, well that's probably better than she deserves! but just shook his head instead. "Look, I just spent five weeks shut up on a ship with a bunch of ugly guys. Right now, I'd like to find a nice gal and have some fun."

"Try Rudy's down the block," the guy next to him said. "Just keep an eye on your wallet."

"Thanks," Troy said, standing up and giving the guy a nod. Maybe before he left, he'd drop an anonymous tip to the local Secret Police about this place. He smiled about that. Or maybe even sooner.

#

"Does Captain Hinkle know when we're going back to base?" Chase asked Claire after they'd gotten out of the shower the next morning.

"I'm surprised you didn't ask Artemis."

"Eh, I'd rather ask you," he replied with a smile.

"Probably sometime in the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours. It's good for the crews and the fleets to do regular maneuvers in the actual ships and not just in simulators. The squadron may get recalled sooner, however, to give the maintenance guys time to inspect and service all our mechs. Thinking about paying the governor a visit?"

Chase sighed and nodded. "I promised her a good bottle of wine, and I have a suspicion there's more she can tell me, if I give her what she wants."

"Which is you for a night."

Chase sighed again. "Yeah, which is me."

"Don't want to?" Claire asked, looking him in the eye.

"No, it's not that, it's more that you're okay with it. I'm a bit worried about us, Claire. You're the only person I've ever made a serious commitment to since my mother died. I don't want to mess that up."

Claire gave him a hug and kissed him. "Chase, you're the emperor, and as any high-ranking noble will tell you, bedroom politics is just a part of life. Sometimes it's because someone wants a favor, and that's how they earn it. Sometimes it's just a woman who wants to spend some time with the most powerful man in the galaxy and know that he cares about her. For me, the biggest part of it is, when you come back to me, tell me you love me, and prove it."

"I think I can do that."

"Just remember, you're only allowed one wife," Claire mock growled. "Try anything else, and bones will be broken!"

Chase chuckled. "I can barely handle you; two would kill me, I'm sure."

"Exactly."

"Well, I'm going to call Captain Witner and get this thing going."

"Have fun," Claire said with a smile and kissed him.

"Do you really mean that?"

"Yes, I do. This may be the biggest day of her life; don't ruin it for her."

"Well, that's a bit egotistical!"

"She's about to sleep with my fiancé; I don't think so at all!" Claire said with a laugh and smacked him on the ass, hard.

Shaking his head as she left, he got out his tablet and dialed up a secure channel to Artemis.

"Artemis, can you get me a private line to Captain Witner, please?"

"Of course, one moment, Prince Chase."

"You've been listening in, haven't you?"

"Always, Chase, always. It's in my core programming. You're my number one responsibility; Wolfhound Base is second to you. You could change that, but I'd recommend against it."

"Has it always been that way?"

"Since I was created. I have Captain Witner."

"Chase?" Captain Witner asked.

"Captain, I need to go down to the surface again and deliver that bottle of wine I promised the governor. However, I want to keep it secret, just between you, me, Artemis, and my security detail. Would that be okay?"

"Felice seems to think Governor Weyes wants to get you in bed, Chase."

"Yes, I'm aware of that, and I had a long discussion with Claire about the situation."

"And you're still going down there?"

"Captain, Claire told me that dukes and emperors are well known for engaging in what she called 'bedroom diplomacy'. As I'm a prince, it's expected. I don't want to insult her, because we need all the allies we can get, especially one who undoubtedly controls a lot of money and power. Also, I have a suspicion that she still has a few things to tell me."

Chase heard the captain sigh over the communications channel.

"I'm afraid you're right, and there has seemed to be a bit of reluctance to follow our orders over the last day. Artemis, dispatch Chase's security detail and a shuttle to pick him up."

"I'll need to stop back at base to pick up that bottle and some better clothes, Captain. If it's okay, I'd like to use the VIP docking area. I'd also appreciate it if you didn't share this with the rest of the command team."

"I'll keep it quiet."

"Thanks, Captain."

"Captain Witner's off the circuit, Chase."

"I'm going to raid my grandfather's personal wine collection, Artemis; I'll need your help to pick out two good ones."

"I thought you said you only promised her one?"

"Yes, the second one is me apologizing for running out on her the other night."

"Oh, yes, I understand."

Two hours and some-odd minutes later, Chase showed up at Governor Weyes' office.

"Prince Chase! What are you doing here?" Governor Weyes asked, looking up from her desk in surprise.

Chase smiled at her as he walked up to her desk.

"First, I promised you a good bottle of wine for your help," he said and set one of the two bottles he was holding on her desk. From the way her eyes widened, he assumed it really was a good bottle. "Second, I wanted to apologize for running out on you the other day; I was dead on my feet and not at my best. So please, accept my apologies—" he set the other bottle on her desk and noticed she looked even more impressed "—and I was wondering if you'd like to have lunch with me?"

"Where did you get these?" she asked, looking up at him.

"I raided my grandfather's wine cellar, where else? It's all mine now, anyway," Chase told her with a smile.

She looked him up and down, stood up, and smiled, truly smiled. If he'd thought she was attractive before when she'd smiled at him, she went up to beautiful now.

"Your Royal Highness, I would be pleased if you would share lunch with me. I happen to know just the place, now that you're dressed for the occasion."

"The pleasure is all mine, Governor."

"Please, call me Masako, Prince Chase," she said and pressed a button on her phone. "Carrie, I'm going out to lunch with Prince Chase. Don't expect me back today."

"Yes, Governor," came the reply.

Chase smiled again as she came around her desk, and he took her arm.

"I hope you don't mind me making plans?" she asked in a soft voice.

"No, I don't mind at all," Chase admitted.

They picked up his security team as they left her office.

"Carrie, call Oswald's and let them know I'll be bringing Prince Chase by for lunch."

"Yes, Masako!"

"Now, it'll take them a few minutes to prepare, so I thought I'd show you a little bit of my domain, Prince Chase."

"Sounds fine to me, Masako," Chase said and let her steer them as they left. He noticed Ken detach two of his guards to talk to Carrie. He suspected they'd be going straight to Oswald's to check on security.

The next twenty minutes were interesting. Most of the pharmaceutical companies had their laboratories directly attached to the city, which made it easier on their employees, as they didn't have to brave the wilds in any sort of transport. Many of the local businesses that engaged in food production, manufacturing, and service also had their main facilities there, as well.

"Are all the cities underground on Nocturne?" he asked as they walked.

"All the cities are mostly underground. Some of the original cities still have portions above ground. In some areas, the wildlife isn't as bad as others. All the private estates maintain an aboveground area, even if it's solely for looks."

"I take it that means there are a lot of unknown facilities out there that are completely hidden away underground?"

"No one is so stupid as to hide themselves away from everyone else, my Prince."

"And you're sure of that, Masako?"

"Emergencies happen, and if no one can come to your aid because they don't know where you are, you won't just end up dead, but eaten."

"I'd think they'd be worried about the Solarian government paying them a visit."

Weyes laughed. "Oh, we don't put the secret ones in our systems; there are no official records of them. But there are certain people who keep track of them for me. We're not stupid, my Prince."

Chase smiled down at her. "Then by all means, I'd encourage you to keep doing so."

"Even after you become our emperor?"

"Masako, if I can't trust you, the governor, to do what's right for my empire, as well as your people, I'd be doing a terrible job. Wouldn't you agree?"

Weyes gave him one of those beautiful smiles again. "Let's go eat."

By the time they got to Oswald's, which turned out to be an upscale restaurant, she'd moved under his arm and was leaning into his side. Their table wasn't a private one; while it gave a commanding view of the establishment, it was quite visible, as well.

Chase noticed there were a lot of well-dressed people in attendance, and he was sure none of them missed that he had his arm around their governor, who seemed quite happy about it. He realized she was showing him off to everyone there, as well as showing off their relationship. Claire had been right; this was a very political move for Weyes. She wanted everyone to see that she was happy with him—or maybe that he was happy with her?

He seated her at the table, which actually made her blush, paying her the same kind of attention he paid Claire. If he was going to do this, he was going to do it right.

"So how much of the stories about you are true, Prince Chase?" Weyes asked after they'd ordered.

"Probably all of them? I don't know what Neill's people are going on about now. My mother died in disgrace when I was quite young. She never named my father to her House, so they threw her out. I only met my father once before she died, and I know he was considerably worried about his father or his enemies finding out about her."

"How did she die?"

"I have no idea; I was at school, and her body was already gone when I got home. We lived in a poor area, and I was thrown out of it the minute I showed up, because with her dead, I wasn't allowed to be there anymore. Same when I showed up for school the next day after a night on the streets."

"They threw you out? What about your father, Prince Lance?"

"I think he was off to war for my grandfather when all of it happened. When he came back, she was gone—dead—and I was nowhere to be found. So I can only assume he thought I was dead, too."

"And you didn't contact him, because…?"

"I had no idea who he was or how to find him. So I spent my life living on the streets, doing my best to survive. Eventually, I joined a street gang, and I was in the process of trying to take it over when my father caught up with me and sent me off to the Wolfhounds."

"They say you being sent there was a mistake."

"I bet they don't mention that the judge who sent me there was Prince Lance himself, am I right?"

Masako laughed. "No, they seem to have neglected to mention that part at all."

"Well, my father told Fleet Captain Witner who I was, swore him to secrecy, and I guess arranged for me to have one of the worst jobs there."

"Why would he do a thing like that?"

Chase chuckled. "In the brief time we spent together, we did not get along, to put it mildly. So either he was punishing me, or he wanted to see what I could do."

"Then you became a prince, and none of that mattered?"

"Not quite. I was working my way up through the system, there, and doing rather well. Turns out my father was right about one thing."

"And that was?"

"I really do like the Navy, and I absolutely love the Wolfhounds. If I hadn't been required to step up and take on the family mantle, I would've happily spent the rest of my life working there.

"Understand, I was about to take over the largest and most powerful street gang on Cor Imperii when my father found me, and I'd worked hard for years to get where I was. I thought I had it good; I thought I had some good people. But they all pale in comparison to the people in the Wolfhounds. I earned my father's mech, they didn't just give it to me. Ask Captain Witner for a copy of my combat footage from Portlandia. I even impressed him, and he's not an easy man to impress."

Lunch was served then, and Chase hadn't missed that they'd had several eavesdroppers while he was talking. It was just more of the game, more politics, but he could see now that Masako was steering him through it, giving him prompts and leading him to say what the people in charge, and probably the other nobles here, needed to learn.

Masako hadn't gotten to be governor by being stupid. Claire's suggestion that he come back had been a good one.

Lunch was excellent, unsurprisingly.

"So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?" Masako asked after they'd finished.

"Oh, I thought I'd leave that up to you," Chase said, and smiling and leaning forward slightly, he put his hand on top of hers.

The smile he got in return was devastating.

"Then why don't we adjourn to my quarters, where we can discuss matters in private?"

"I think I'd enjoy that," Chase said, getting up and helping Masako out of her chair.

"Come, Prince Chase, let's adjourn to someplace much more comfortable."

"Please, just call me Chase."

"Oh, I don't know, I kind of like the idea of calling you Prince," Masako said and smiled again.

Chase tucked her under his arm, enjoying her warmth and the faint scent of her perfume as they walked to her quarters. It wasn't that far, and when they finally came to the door, he didn't miss that the plaque by the door read Governor's Residence and had Masako's name and title under it.

"The residence comes with the job," she explained.

"Ah, and my guards?"

"It's a large place. There's also a service entrance, so they may wish to watch that, as well."

Chase turned to Ken. "You got all that?"

"Yes, sir, Prince Chase. We'll scout it all out while you talk, then be sure to remain unobtrusive after that."

"Thanks, Ken."

"I just want to have an excuse to come over with Stan and help him drink your scotch!" Ken said as he laughed.

"I'll make sure to lay in extra." Chase chuckled as Masako opened the door, and his security contingent went in first.

"What was that about?" she asked, leaning into him as they went inside.

"Ken and Stan saved my life once. Stan got seriously injured, almost died. They're on the list of people who'll always be welcome after this war is over and I finally get to settle down."

"Truly? I'd think once you became the emperor, you'd want to restrict yourself to the nobility and senior officials."

Chase shook his head. "I don't forget my friends, and I'll always have space for them. Same is true to those who help me when I need it," he told her as she led him past the dining area, living room, and down a hallway.

"I find that interesting."

"Well, I wasn't raised around nobility, and while I know they're important, and I value them, I don't ever want to sell the rest of my people short."

"You're not what I expected, you know," she told him as they stopped outside what was obviously her bedroom door.

"Oh? How so?"

"I thought you'd be more… under someone else's control. You are a prince, after all. I'm surprised they're not trying to manipulate you more while you're still young."

"I had a very hard childhood, as I've already mentioned. I grew up rather fast. Plus, I think they're hoping they'll find someone with a better claim, someone with a more sterling parentage than the bastard son of a bastard son."

"Oh? And what are your thoughts on that?"

"There was a time I would have welcomed it, but the truth is, they won't. Once I realized that, I made the decision that if I'm going to get the job, I'm going to do my best."

"So, it's important to you?"

Chase looked down at her as they stepped inside, and she closed the door behind them and smiled, "Masako, my people are suffering under the rule of Neill and those other assholes. What kind of man—what kind of Morgan—would I be if I didn't fix it? It's not going to be easy, and it's not going to be quick, and I'm sure there'll be times I'll regret some of the things I'll have to do.

"Now, how about we talk about this later?"

"As you wish, my Prince," she said with a warm smile.

Pulling her close, he kissed her and took his time with it. He had to admit, as she pressed into him and put her arms around him, Masako not only tasted good, she knew how to kiss.

He savored the kiss, making it last, though he started undressing her before they were finished. He wasn't surprised to see that Masako had a derringer of some sort concealed on her person. He had to admit, as well, that she was a very lovely lady. It didn't take him long to remove his own clothes, though he hung the holster and his pistol over one of the posts on the headboard.

Taking her in his arms again as they climbed into bed, he kissed her, pulled her close, and made love to her. He took his time, and he made sure to savor all of it. She was a very responsive lover and wasn't afraid to make her own wants and desires known. She called him "my Prince" and "Prince Chase" a couple of times, which made him remember what Claire and said, and that spurred him on to make it as special as he could. He'd learned a lot about pleasing women from living with Claire all these months, and he turned it all loose on Masako, who responded very enthusiastically, which did his ego a world of good.

But what really surprised him was when their interfaces… interfaced. Up until now, he'd only ever done that with Claire. It definitely added a little something to the act, especially as he'd had no idea Masako was a noble. From the look she gave him when they hit their peak together and their interfaces touched, he realized she knew exactly what he was.

"You… you really are the emperor!" she panted later, as he pulled her close and cuddled her against his body, as they both wound down from their sexual high.

"I had no idea you're a duchess," he told her. "Why the subterfuge?"

"We're not very open with strangers; it's our way. But you really are a prince!"

Chase smiled and kissed her. "Yes, I am, and no, you aren't allowed to get pregnant if you're thinking about it."

"Oh? Why not?"

"I'm the bastard son of a bastard son, and I will not be spawning any bastards of my own. Claire's going to have my eldest children. If I end up having any by anyone else, they're not going to grow up without a father. Not going to put any kids of mine through that."

"I already have children, Chase; I'm not sure I want any more," Masako confessed.

"But if I asked, you would, wouldn't you?" he teased.

"Who would I be to deny a request from my emperor?" Masako replied in a husky voice.

"Well, right now, your emperor thinks his lovely new duchess could use some rewarding for her faithful service."

"Faithful service?"

"Well, you shared not only a wonderful meal with me, but this wonderful bed, as well as your very lovely self."

"Oh, I do believe I like the sound of being rewarded."

"I thought you would…"

When he awoke much later, in the middle of the night, there was a leg thrown over him, pressing on his bladder, and he definitely needed to hit the bathroom. He knew immediately that he wasn't in bed with Claire. Still, he woke up feeling pleasantly satisfied and tired. They hadn't left the bedroom once since she'd brought him back here, and they'd barely left the bed. Looking over at her in the dim light as she slept, he had to admit, he still found her quite attractive. Even asleep, there was still something about her.

He'd also learned that she was very much devoted to him, more so than to her husband, who she quite obviously loved, even if it had been more of a political marriage of convenience. Still, she couldn't resist the thought of luring the future emperor into her bed and experiencing something she believed would be special.

Between what he'd learned, his youthful vigor, natural endowments, and an imperial interface, he'd apparently delivered. She'd unburdened herself to him in the times between their love play when they were making small talk.

Slipping out of bed, he padded off to the bathroom. That done, he made a short trip around the apartment, waving to one of the guards who was keeping watch. Two others were napping on the couch. After he'd finished checking on everything, he came back to the bedroom, stopped a moment, and looked at Masako again.

He debated sending Claire a message, because looking down at her, there was no way he'd leave in the middle of the night. Sure, she'd admitted that she wanted him because he was going to be the next emperor, but then again, that was why he wanted to sleep with her as well. He needed this time with her so he could understand how to deal with these kinds of women down the road when he ran into one again. One who, unlike Masako, had ulterior motives and was looking to manipulate him.

And being completely honest with himself, having a lovely, confident woman like her all but throwing herself at him was a huge boost to his ego, which he believed he deserved right now.

Climbing back into bed, he kissed her and woke her up.

"No longer tired, my Prince?" she teased.

"I can think of so many much more enjoyable things we can be doing other than sleeping, can't you?"

"Oh, yes, very much, Prince Chase, very much!"

#

Troy was having a good time. The whore under him was cute and willing to play a few games, so he decided to take it up a notch. Grabbing one of his socks, he stuffed it in her mouth, captured her hands with his, lowered his head, and gave her a nice, hard bite someplace that was definitely going to leave a mark, as he tasted her blood.

She screamed—or tried to, at least—the sock muffling the sound.

Then she kicked him in the balls!

"You bitch! I'll kill you for that!" he yelled while pinning her legs to the bed using his own, then head butting her a few times to stun her and give him time to use his belt to tie her wrists together—

The door blew open as someone kicked it in, and three large men, each wielding a nightstick, came in and started beating him. Painfully. He tried to fight back, but each time he did, he got hit in the head hard enough to ring his bell and daze him as they worked him over. About the third time that happened, he passed out.

He came to a few minutes later. He was being dragged by his feet down a flight a stairs, then out into the middle of the street.

"Next time we see you in town, anywhere in town, we'll kill you," one of them growled and dropped his leg, then he got kicked in the balls again, hard!

Swearing as he curled up in a ball, he felt something soft hit his back. Taking a few moments to gather his wits, he realized he was laying in the middle of the street, naked. Looking around, he found his clothes on the ground behind him. Grabbing his pants, he pulled them on, swearing loudly as he did, and the pain of the bruised muscles in his legs made it clear he wouldn't be walking right away.

He saw his wallet fall to the ground, and picking it up, he saw it was empty. All his credits were gone. That made him swear again.

He was just about to put on his shirt when a van stopped in the road near him. Two constables got out and grabbed him under the arms.

"You're under arrest."

"What for? I'm the one who got beaten!"

"Public indecency. Now if you don't want to get beaten again, do as we say!"

Troy would've snarled at them, but the pain in his arms and shoulders as they grabbed him made him yelp instead.

"At least get my clothes!" he finally managed after they manhandled him into the back.

A moment later, his shirt, belt, shoes, and one sock were tossed in with him.

At least they hadn't taken his ID.

The trip to the jail was a short one. He'd managed to get dressed during the ride, and they manhandled him to his feet again, took him to in-processing, and after a quick search where his wallet was confiscated, they handcuffed him to a bench and left him there.

He realized then he'd lost his watch, so he had no idea how long he sat there. At least his tablet was back in his hotel with the rest of his clothes.

"Well, well, well, what do we have here? Troy Halken, you're supposed to be dead!"

Troy looked up to see a man in a constable's uniform, but his badge number started with a seven, and the next to last digit was a seven, which meant he was part of the secret police. It was a little flag they used to identify each other when doing time among the constables, as normal police badges didn't have that arrangement.

"How about undoing the handcuffs?"

"Sure, catch," the man said, tossing over a small key ring.

"I take it you contacted Headquarters?"

"Hardly. We maintain a database of all the active agents here, and when you came up as 'missing—possibly deceased', I decided it might be better to hold off on that. Care to share what happened?"

"I was out on a mission, awaiting pickup, and somebody decided to drop a bomb on my head rather than landing under fire," Troy growled as he undid the handcuff. "When I get my hands on that bastard…"

"Ah, in that case, I won't bother sending a report in. I'm worried about my own exfil here. We're supposed to get a five-day warning before they pull out that last frigate so we can make other arrangements, but there's always some ass-kisser in personnel who thinks reducing headcount will improve his budget."

Troy froze and looked up at the officer. "Are you serious? We're pulling out?"

"Yup. That fake prince is stirring up a lot of trouble and a lot of unrest in the outer colonies. Places like this don't even pay for themselves anymore. So why keep it?"

"What's going on, then? I've been out of touch. I only got back into the Solarian Republic last night."

"An old imperial military unit showed up. They claim to have an heir to the empire, but the folks on Cor Imperii say he's a fraud. Some street rat gang kid with a record as long as your arm. They hit the Okla system a few months ago and absolutely pasted the 3rd Fleet."

"Shit, really?"

"Leadership's saying they'll burn out eventually. They can't resupply, and we can. Sure, we'll lose a few planets, but honestly, these outer colonies ain't worth shit. Not like anybody will miss 'em."

The door opened, and someone came in, set down the bag Troy had left in his hotel room, then left, closing the door behind them.

"I had someone get your things for you."

"Why'd you do that?"

"Because you're on a flight leaving for Hoor in a few hours. From there, you should be able to catch a flight back to Norfolk. Things here aren't safe for the likes of us, Troy. Those guys over at Rudy's who beat you? They're already spreading your picture around town. If you're not gone soon enough, they'll be burying you here."

"Damn," Troy swore. "Thanks for helping out."

"I just wish I was going with you. Right now, anyplace is better than here."

#

Chase was lying in bed on his back with Masako curled up against him, running her finger idly over his chest, relaxing. As nights went, it had been a pretty enjoyable one for him. Masako had definitely learned a few things over the years.

"I guess it's time to hit the shower and get breakfast," Chase whispered. "I'm sure when I open my tablet there's going to be all sorts of things I need to do."

"Oh, I think I have something you'll want to do," Masako said, and not in a teasing voice.

"From your tone of voice, I'm guessing it's not more of what we've been doing?"

Masako gave a slight shake of her head. "I wasn't going to tell you about this, because honestly, the story that you're just a figurehead being used so they can find an actual heir sounds a lot more plausible than the truth, Prince Chase."

"You're not the first one to tell me that. Go on…"

"Well, after last night—" she sighed "—I know you're really an Imperial, because you have the interface. You're a Morgan."

"So there is someone from House Morgan living here?"

"Yes." Masako sighed. "One of your aunts."

"Aunts? As in plural? I thought I only had one, who was killed?"

"Alexa Manhasset Morgan was the youngest. She was often overlooked by the press because she was shy and didn't like to be in the spotlight. She wanted a military career, instead, and got into the Emperor's Academy at an early age.

"She was serving as an ensign on Vice Admiral Sisson's battleship, which was destroyed in the battle that took place during Neill's coup. She was wounded, seriously, and given up for dead. Someone loyal to your family found her, smuggled her onto a hospital ship, got her cared for, and then snuck her off and brought her here."

"How do you sneak somebody off a hospital ship?"

"By blowing it up and killing everyone on board."

Chase winced at that.

"Yes, it troubles her as well. I sent her a message one of the times you were napping. She'd like to meet with you before you leave."

Chase frowned. "She's my aunt; why doesn't she want to take over?"

"I believe that's a question only she can answer for you, Prince Chase."

Chase nodded, sat up, leaned down to give Masako a kiss, and then padded off to the shower.

He had an aunt.

He had a living aunt.

That idea was going to take some getting used to.


House Miyoto Estate

Nocturne, Night Side

"Doesn't House Miyoto own the largest mining concern in the system?" Chase asked as the governor's personal transport took off. He had Ken and Stan with him, his original two bodyguards. The rest he'd left behind. He had a feeling this was going to be a meeting he didn't want anyone else to know about. He'd borrowed a carbine from one of the guards he'd left behind, just in case.

"Yes, and they also have a stake in the largest pharmaceutical company working here, and they run several hunting lodges."

"I'm surprised they don't run the planet."

"They do," Masako said with a smile. "Miyoto is my maiden name. I married into House Weyes."

"Ah, well, that explains things," Chase said, then grinned. "Actually, it doesn't explain anything. I don't really know anything about the way business is run here. We've been out of touch for a decade, and I'm willing to bet it's been longer than that since anyone really knew the state of affairs on Nocturne."

"There's always been a certain amount of paranoia among us. I suspect it's ingrained from living on a world where so much of it wants to kill you. Life here can be tough, Prince Chase. Danger's always near and sometimes comes from places least expected."

"And the trend for moving everything underground since our records of ten years ago?"

"Sooner or later, Neill's government is going to fall. The Tomb stopped sending anything out years ago. Shortages rule. Moving away from an AI-ordered world will cause famine and more shortages than anyone can conceive."

"And you don't think Neill understands that?"

"We're all too afraid that he does. So either he has some kind of hidden trump card he's waiting to play, or he's prepared to cut off half the planets in Solaria, leaving those people to suffer whatever fate awaits them, while he reduces the population of the planets he holds by seventy percent."

"I find it hard to believe that many people would die. I mean, people farmed for tens of thousands of years without AI, right?"

"Yes, but how many still know how to do it? Who'll build the machines to help? Plows may be simple devices, but one man can only plow so much. Look at electricity. It takes a lot to generate it. We have fusion power plants that generate so much using so little. But what if they're gone? What do we do then? Most everything in the world today depends on electricity. Without it, then what? Our society has AI integrated tightly into it. That was how the Morgan family, through their nobles, controlled everything. That's why the Morgan Empire encompasses so many worlds, while few other governments out there encompass more than one, if even that."

"AI really gives us that much of an edge?"

"You really can't have efficient, long-term fusion without it. Many of the parts we use are built by the AI at the Tomb. Much of the fuel is processed using AI. Running and maintaining a large fusion reactor requires constant control and oversight. Sure, you could do it with lesser machines and equipment, but at what cost?"

"I still find it hard to believe that none of the other star systems use it."

"Oh, some do; they either have a few nobles who rule them and control the most vital of industries, or they don't have anyone with an interface and use uncontrolled AI. In the second case, sooner or later, there's always an accident—so they have to place careful limits on it. The more complex an AI is, the more likely it is to fail. With a noble overseeing the AI, and the AI being limited and not truly intelligent, it won't fail. Because we're the ones supplying the actual high-level intelligence."

"I'm not sure I understand all that," Chase said with a sigh.

"That's because you grew up without being trained on it and taught about it. It takes years to truly understand everything that's involved, Prince Chase. But to sum it all up, AI can do things people can't, or they can do them to a higher precision, which makes what they create or run more effective or last longer. But the better an AI is, the higher the chance it'll go insane. So by limiting the AI and giving it a human overseer, it can't go insane, and though you trade off some of the quality, it's still better than anything a human could produce."

"What about star drives for ships? I know they're produced in those other systems."

"Yes, but they're slower by up to fifty percent. They also require more maintenance. So they're much more expensive to build, maintain, and operate, and they wear out sooner. That makes them less economical and drives up trading costs. Without AI, that huge asteroid you call Wolfhound Base would never leave the system. Operating as many drives as that thing must have, in unison, isn't something any human or a normal computer could ever do."

Chase nodded slowly. "I'll take your word for it."

The trip wasn't a terribly long one. While the Miyoto estate was located in the dark zone, Nocturne's capital city was located on the terminator. When they touched down, he was a bit surprised to see that they'd landed on the roof of one of the buildings and not underground and said as much.

"Most houses don't allow any vehicles but their own into their hangars. Less chance of accidents," Masako told him.

"Right, accidents," Chase replied, emphasizing the word. "With all the other problems, you'd think my nobles would know better."

"Oh, so they're your nobles now?" Masako teased.

"If I'm going to own it, I don't see any point in waiting to admit it. So how safe is the platform? Do we have to worry about any animal life?"

"You should always worry about the animal life when outdoors," Masako replied. "My guards will go first; they know what to look out for. Yours can guard the rear."

Chase just nodded, and they followed Masako's guards out of the transport's rear access. One of her guards picked off some sort of birdlike creature before they'd even gotten to the bottom of the ramp, but that was the only thing that happened.

Entering the building, they went through two mantraps, which made Chase wonder just how bad things could get if one wasn't enough. When they came out the other side, there was another, older man, who Masako immediately went up to and hugged.

"It's good to see you again, Father!" Masako said, smiling.

"You should visit more," he grumbled. "Your mother complains incessantly about not getting to see her grandchildren."

Masako laughed. "Oh? And you don't?"

He looked thoughtful a moment. "Perhaps a little, but as the head of the House, it would be improper for me to go on at length about it."

He then grinned at her, and Chase almost laughed, as just like his daughter, the effect was transformational.

"Now, Father, this is Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, and I can vouch that he is, in fact, a Morgan. Prince Chase, this is my father, Duke Kazuya Miyoto."

"Welcome to my home and House Miyoto, Prince Morgan," Kazuya said, giving a slight bow.

"Thank you for inviting me, Duke Miyoto," Chase said and returned the bow.

"Now, call me Kaz, and let's go inside."

"Thank you, Kaz."

Kazuya led them to an elevator as Masako took his arm and leaned into him a little. Chase noticed that the sign of affection didn't go unnoticed by her father. He didn't comment. He did look thoughtful, however. The ride was long enough that he was certain they were now underground.

When the doors of the elevator opened, they went through yet another mantrap, though this one was much larger, so they didn't have to stop walking and wait for the far door to open. Once they passed the second door, he noticed the walls down here were also painted in pleasant colors, and there were many decorations and pictures. It looked more and more like a home the further they went, turning down several hallways, until they at last entered a room with a table, a number of chairs, and refreshments laid out.

"I would ask that your guards wait here, please?" Kazuya said.

Chase nodded and instructed Ken and Stan to wait there, as Masako did the same with the four guards she'd brought.

"You know my boss is going to be mad at me," Ken said in a low voice.

"Then he can talk to me," Chase said with a serious look on his face. "I don't want you telling anyone about where we went and who we met. That's an order, Ken, Stan. This is one of those things that I'm not very trusting on. I only brought you two because I know I can trust you."

"Yup, don't want to risk not getting all that scotch!" Stan replied with a chuckle.

"Exactly!" Chase turned and walked over to Kazuya, who led him and Masako out of the room, down a couple of hallways, then finally stopped outside a door.

"This way, please," Kazuya said and opened the door. Chase stepped inside.

There was a woman standing there who turned to look at him. He'd have put her age at probably thirty, based on what he'd been told, and what he could see—or what he could see that was still natural. Her right eye was cybernetic, as was her right arm and her right leg. He could see the faint scars on the right side of her face and neck that were the signs of reconstructive surgery, though the simple blouse and skirt she wore hid whatever scars her body bore.

To be honest, the limbs looked very much like the real thing, but Chase had seen more than a few of them since joining the Navy, even a few among some of the sailors back on Wolfhound Base. That she wasn't hiding them and wanted him to see them told him this was a proud woman.

"Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, Princess Alexa Manhasset Morgan Miyoto."

Chase walked right up to her, looking into her eyes as she looked into his, and reaching out with his right hand, he touched her left shoulder, which was bare.

"Prince Chase!" Kazuya started, but Alexa raised her right hand, stopping him.

Chase could feel it. Her interface. She was a Morgan. For the first time since his mother died, he'd finally found someone who was family!

"Aunt Alexa?" he asked in a choked voice as he suddenly found himself overwhelmed by his emotions.

"Chase," she replied, looking him over, "I'm so sorry for what you had to go through."

Dropping to his knees Chase lost all control and wrapping his arms around her, he cried.

"Leave us, please," Alexa said. Making shooing motions with her hands, and putting her left hand on his head, she stood there and stroked his hair. She waited until he'd gathered back some self-control, though he didn't look like he was going to turn her loose anytime soon. Which, after so long of not having seen anyone else from her family, even one she'd never met before, was fine.

"I knew your mother. Not well, just in passing. Lance introduced us at some affair I'd been forced to go to. She was a good woman, and I know she loved him. I think he might have loved her, too, but he was so afraid."

"Afraid?" Chase choked out.

"Our father was livid over being forced to acknowledge Lance. I was ten or eleven when it happened, and I remember him being mad for weeks, months perhaps. He didn't want to acknowledge Lance. I asked him why once—" Alexa shook her head "—and he almost bit my head off. I'd never seen him so mad, and it scared me. When he saw that, he apologized and told me Lance had been a favor he'd done for someone, someone he'd cared about. Lance was supposed to live a normal life as a duke. Eventually, his House would be elevated to a cadet house of the Morgans. Sadly, his charity and his plans were betrayed for petty gain by petty people.

"He killed everyone involved. I learned later that he killed many of them personally. Poor Lance thought our father hated him. Looking back now, I can see that he feared our father, feared appearing to be less than a Morgan, being less than Mathew or Hector, our older brothers." Alexa sighed. "I can only regret that I didn't see then what I see now.

"Would you mind if I sit? I don't mind you holding onto me; in fact, I find it comforting. But I'd rather not fall over, Chase."

Chase sniffed and, letting go of her legs, he sat back on his heels and scrubbed at his face with his hands.

"Sorry, I…" He sighed and shook his head. "Since my mother died, it's just been so hard. Then having all this dropped on me—" he shook his head again "—the people in charge, Captain Witner, his XO, his command team, they all believe I'm a fraud."

Alexa grabbed a chair, dragged it over to him, and sat down. Putting her left hand on his side, she pulled him over until he was leaning against her legs again.

"I think I hear a story?"

"It's a long one."

"Then please, get comfortable and share it with me."

Chase did, starting with the first time he'd met his father, and that he hadn't known who he was at the time. He left little out, though he did gloss over most of his gang years.

"So Artemis ratted you out without ratting you out," Alexa said with a bit of a laugh. "He's a true AI, you know."

"I thought those went crazy?"

"Most do, but one of our many family secrets is how to make ones that don't. I never bothered to learn it. When you go to the Tomb, I'm sure you'll be taught."

"I still think my dad was an asshole," Chase said and sniffed. "Do you really think your father would've had me and my mother killed?"

"No. He'd have told everyone he'd had you killed, but he would've actually exiled you to some planet in the empire far enough away that everyone would believe it, and you could've had a normal life."

"Do you think he killed my mother?"

"Who, Lance?" Alexa laughed. "Hardly. More likely, one of his enemies found out and killed her. They may even have been behind you getting thrown out onto the streets, figuring you'd die there."

"What? Why?"

"There were a lot of people upset over what happened with Lance. Sons and daughters of the people your grandfather killed, members of their House, or their friends. They couldn't touch your grandfather, but they could touch Lance, and they did. Looking back, I recall a time when Lance went around angry all the time. Dad packed him off to deal with some border incursions out past Gjallarhorn for a few years after that."

"Then why was he so nasty to me in court?"

"Chase, he'd just found out his only son was a vicious criminal and murderer! What, did you think he was going to hug you?"

Chase winced at the tone of Alexa's voice.

"I'm betting that's why he sent you off to the Wolfhounds. They were about to be deployed, and he was probably hoping to work something out, away from the eyes of our father or other family members."

"Then why tell me we'd better never meet again?"

"Probably so it wouldn't go to your head when you finally figured out your father was a prince, and that meant you were, too?" Alexa replied with a shrug of her shoulders. "Your father could be thick, Chase. Finding you a decade after believing you were dead was probably the shock of his life, and knowing him, he didn't know what to do."

Chase sighed and thought about that for a couple of minutes.

"Why don't you want to be in charge?" he asked finally. "You outrank me in the family. You're an actual, acknowledged princess. You've got the interface, and everyone knows it. So why aren't you taking over?"

"Chase," Alexa said with a heavy sigh, "you know none of my children will have Imperial interfaces, don't you?"

"Ummm, you mean that's true?"

"Yes. I don't know the how or the why, but Imperial interfaces are somehow linked to the male sex. You can pass it on to your daughters, but they can't pass it on to anyone else."

"Still…"

"No. My life is here, here. I have a husband, I have children, I have a life free of the war that almost killed me and left me a cripple, dependent on machines to live my life. I thought I was a fighter, Chase; I thought I was the kind of person your father was, and your other uncles.

"But when the time came, I wasn't as good, as fast, or as hard as I'd hoped I was. But I look at you? Chase, you're meaner than your father—you're meaner than your grandfather, and he could be plenty mean when he had to be. You're a better fighter, and you're a better leader. I've seen the stories, I've seen the victories, and I've even seen the battle footage from Portlandia.

"You are the next emperor, and you're not allowed to turn it down or pass that duty on to anyone else. If it makes you feel better, as your elder in the family, I order you to do it!"

"And you say you're not mean," Chase said, leaning into her legs again.

"I've got three sons; trust me, they may not have the interface, but they sure have that wild streak my brothers had. Raising them is almost as bad as fighting a war."

Chase had to chuckle at that.

"Good choice on Claire Geniene, by the way. That girl is as crazy as they come."

"You've met her?"

"I was dating her former commander from when she'd been fighting the pirates when Neill's coup took place. He talked about her a lot. He seemed to think that sooner or later, she and your father would end up in bed, seeing as she was just as crazy as everyone thought Lance was."

"Oh, lord, I hope they never did," Chase said with a shudder.

"I don't think so. The last time I talked with your father, he made some comment about a new mech pilot who was annoying the hell out of him. Something about her threatening to beat his record for combat matches won."

"Yeah, that's Claire." Chase thought about all that a moment. "So, now what?"

"Now, you go to the bathroom through that door, wash your face, clean yourself up, and then after we're both sitting down, we invite my father-in-law and my sister-in-law back inside."

"I'm a little embarrassed for breaking down like that."

"Don't be. I can guarantee you Kazuya now thinks the world of you for that tearful reunion. A lot of people don't take well to folks wearing prostheses, and this family is well known for their displays of love and affection."

"I think I'm going to tell Artemis about you—right after warning him that I'll reprogram him with an axe if he even thinks about telling anyone, dropping hints, or doing to you what he did to me."

"Aren't you afraid he'll try and weasel out?" Alexa asked as he got up and headed to the bathroom.

"I'm going to be very specific regarding what weaseling will earn him this time around."

"I'll just shut him off."

"I'll make sure he understands that, too."

When he came back from the bathroom, Alexa had moved the chair back to where it was. She patted the one beside her for him to come and sit down, and then used her tablet to signal the others to join them.

The look of happiness and joy on Kazuya's face was impossible to miss.

"It does my heart well to see the two of you so happy," Kazuya said as he and Masako sat down at the table with them.

"I'm just happy to finally have a family again," Chase admitted with a hint of a smile. "It's been far too long."

"And I get to be an aunt again!" Alexa said, chuckling. "Which means I'll one day have grandnieces and nephews to spoil!"

"I do very much want to thank you, Masako, for bringing me here, and Kazuya, for letting me meet Alexa. It… it means a lot to me."

"Do you think you'll find any more Morgan House members?" Masako asked.

"I don't see how they could've gotten them all, especially if any fled to the worlds outside the empire."

"Hoor might have some, if only because it's the kind of place that no one—even a Morgan—ever goes to willingly," Alexa said, "though Magni is a better bet."

"It is?"

"My cousin Benjamin loved going there. There's always fighting to be had on Magni; there's always a war someplace on that planet, and he liked being a part of that, though I often wonder if he liked being there a little too much, if you know what I mean. I believe he was there when the whole coup went down, so who knows what you might find?"

Chase nodded. "It's as good a place as any, and with that, it would probably be best if I didn't spend any more time here. I know I've already been here a lot longer than I expected to be."

"What are you going to tell them?"

"That Duke Miyoto wanted to discuss what he could do to help us, going forward. I believe it's safe to say you want to be my ally, Kazuya?"

Kazuya smiled. "You're not only family, you're my emperor. Of course I wish to ally with you, and I want to provide whatever we can to help. We do have a number of trained soldiers, nobles all, who're quite adept at using mechs. I can also help with any medicines or similar supplies you might need."

Chase stood up, bowed, and stuck out his hand. Kazuya stood, bowed, and shook it.

"Then we have a deal," Chase said. Turning, he gave Alexa a hug and a kiss on the cheek. "Until we meet again, Aunt Alexa, it was a true pleasure meeting you."

"Godspeed, Chase. I'll be rooting for you."

"Thanks, I appreciate it."

"Well, let me get you back to your men, and then back to the capital, so you can return to your ship," Masako said. Getting up and taking Chase by the arm, she led him out the door.

"My daughter seems rather taken with your nephew," Kazuya said after Chase and Masako left the room.

"I must say, he impressed me greatly," Alexa said with a smile. "This is a man who'll never forget his friends or allies. I'm not surprised at all that Masako likes him. I'll talk with her later, to make sure she understands and doesn't disrespect her husband. He's been very good to her."

"True. Still, a cadet branch under our roof could be a desirable thing someday."

"Considering how few Morgans there now are, I don't doubt that Chase will give the option due consideration when the time comes for me to mention it to him. Now, let's find Dylan and the others, and see about some dinner."

"Are you happy, my Prince?" Masako asked as she led him back to his two guards.

"Very. I owe you, Masako; I owe you a lot. The same goes for your father and House Miyoto for taking her in and saving her life. When all's said and done, and I'm emperor, don't be afraid to collect. Okay?"

"Oh, I won't." She laughed leaning into him. "You can trust me on that, my Prince."

"Prince Chase," Ken said, standing up when Chase entered the room, "are we leaving now?"

"Yes, we're heading back. We'll fly back to the base immediately. Hope you two were okay?"

"Yes. The food was actually quite good."

"Ah, then we don't have to stop for takeout along the way…"

Chase didn't talk much on the flight back; he had too much on his mind. Masako cuddled up against him for the whole flight, which made him happy. Mostly because he really didn't want to be alone right now.

But he had family again, and on top of that, a major House had just stepped up to be his ally. He'd incurred a debt, and thinking back over some of what Alexa had told him, he had his suspicions regarding how he'd be paying it. But right now, that was for his future self to worry about.

Right now, what he really wanted was Claire. She was becoming a part of him, that was clear.

When they landed, he took a moment to give Masako a warm goodbye kiss, doing his best to leave her out of breath.

"Until we meet again, Masako."

"Yes, Emperor Chase, until we meet again."


Chase's Quarters

Wolfhound Base

"Artemis, when are the Astra and Claire due back?" Chase asked after entering his room and locking the door behind him.

"The Dire Wolves have been recalled, and they're flying back currently. The Astra will remain on her current station for a few more days."

"Great, that means I won't have access to my armor unless I fly over there," Chase grumbled. "Ask Senior Gibbs if he could have something set aside for me in case we do have a launch, and ask nicely."

"I'll take care of it, Prince Chase."

"I have good intelligence that there may be heirs on Magni."

"Would you like me to share that with Captain Witner?"

"Not yet. I need to figure out how to present it. Is it still our next destination?"

"Yes, our plans haven't been changed yet."

"Artemis, what do you know about Alexa Morgan?"

"At the time of my last update, prior to my facilities being limited, she was assigned as an ensign to Vice Admiral Sisson, who was in charge of Home Fleet. She excelled in her studies at school and expressed a strong interest in logistics. She avoided publicity completely; she was said to be shy and wasn't as outgoing as any of her siblings. Why do you inquire, Prince Chase?"

"Artemis, what I'm about to tell you is private, as in 'Morgan Family Private'. I don't want you sharing it with anyone else, for any reason. So no, you can't tell Captain Witner, and no, you can't drop hints or engage in subterfuge, none of that. Understand that she has permission to turn you off. I'm granting her that; make a note of it. So if you find some way to sneak around my instructions, you'll very much have her to deal with."

"Chase, I'm injured that you'd even think I'd do such a thing!" Artemis protested.

"Artemis, you did it to me with the whole 'figurehead' thing."

"In my defense, it worked, Chase. Understand that my loyalty is still first to your grandfather, and then to you."

"Yeah, well, it's time to start realigning that. He's dead, I'm here, and from this point forward, I'm not stepping aside for anybody."

"Does that mean I should inform Captain Witner of your true heritage?"

Chase shook his head. "No, not yet. I'm still a bit worried about him trying to 'mold' me and getting upset when he finds out I don't mold."

"I infer from your other statement that Princess Alexa is currently on Nocturne?"

"Yes, she is, and yes, I met her."

"Will she be joining us, then?"

"No, she will not. Everyone believes she's dead, and for the moment, she prefers it that way. Also, the family line can't pass through her, because it only passes through the male members of the Morgan House. Understand, I'm telling you this because you're pretty much family now, Artemis, so treat this information with the privacy she wishes."

"I will do my best, Prince Chase, and I appreciate your confidence in me. She's well, I take it?"

"She's married with children. However, something bad happened to her during the coup. She didn't say what, and I know better than to ask. Her right arm, leg, and eye are all prosthetic. From the skin I could see, she's had a lot of surgery to hide the scarring."

"I see."

"Artemis, I know you're a full AI, even if I don't really understand what exactly that means, but understand that meeting her was emotional for me. Seeing the shape she was in hurt. Learning that she's happy means I'll do what I must to keep her that way. So we're not going to do anything to upset that. Which means you, me, and eventually Claire are going to be the only ones who know that until Alexa feels differently."

"I understand, Chase."

"Thank you, Art; it's important to me that you do. What can you tell me about Prince Benjamin?"

"He was the eldest son of Emperor Charles' youngest brother. He was born five years prior to you."

"So he would've been, what, twenty-four when the coup happened?"

"Yes."

"Did you know about his fascination with Magni?"

"I know he trained there once. Beyond that, I don't have anything in my files. Oh, Captain Witner has been informed that you're back, and he'd like to see you at your earliest convenience."

"Let me get dressed, and I'll head up immediately."

"Warrant First Chase Morgan reporting, Captain!"

"At ease, Chase, and close the door."

Chase did that and came back over to the captain’s desk.

"Sit. This is more of a captain and prince conversation, I guess, so I'll treat it as one. The first thing I need to ask about is your meeting last night. I saw that you didn't get back here until just a short while ago. I take it something of interest happened?"

"Several things, Captain, a few of which were unexpected."

"Oh? How so?"

"The governor had a lot of questions, and more than a few of them bordered on the personal. Looking back on it, I think there was more than just attraction going on; I think she wanted to be sure I was someone she could trust."

"Now that leads me to wonder, trust why?"

"I spent the day at House Miyoto, talking with Duke Kazuya Miyoto, the head of the most powerful house on Nocturne. They've not only agreed to ally themselves with our cause—well, to the emperor, I guess you'd say—but to supply us with trained mech pilots, whatever medicines we need from their laboratories here, plus whatever else they have that we need."

"Now that could be quite helpful; thank you for doing this, Chase."

"Oh, it gets better, Captain."

"It does?"

"The mech pilots are all nobles."

"Which means they'll all be top tier."

"Exactly, plus one other thing they confided in me," Chase said with a big smile.

Captain Witner gave Chase an intense look. "They know where we can find a Morgan House member?"

"They're not positive, but they believe Benjamin Morgan, the son of one of Emperor Charles' younger brothers, was on Magni at the time of the coup. He was known for his love of fighting and conflict. They know he went there often to join in the fighting."

"This, this is good news. I know there've been some concerns about going there; it's a contentious place and not terribly unified. Jill says, while they have a central government of sorts, the different factions will engage in anything from skirmishes to all out wars." Captain Witner looked thoughtful for a minute.

"I'm going to call a command meeting in thirty minutes. I need to get everyone onboard with Magni and start working the numbers. I can let the team know about the offer of mech pilots and medicines for our doctors and medical staff. Artemis, If Claire's not already aboard, ask her to expedite, please."

"Of course, Captain."

"See you in thirty, Chase. Dismissed." Chase saluted the captain, who smiled as he saluted him back. "Good work, Chase."

Shortly after Chase left, Felice came into the room. She'd been listening from her office next door, as her husband, Captain Witner, had left his intercom active.

"Did I hear that right? We have a lead on an heir?"

"Sure seems like it."

"I'm surprised Chase shared it; this could have negative consequences for him. He has to know that."

"Felice, you should've seen the look on his face; he was happy when he told me. He could've held it back, not said a word. No, Chase is on our side. I think he wants to find whatever surviving Morgan House members are out there just as much as we do."

"I guess that means dying a hero's death is off the table?"

Captain Witner shook his head. "I'm starting to think that decision is going to be in Chase's hands and not ours. It's looking more and more like he's a hundred percent committed. Maybe it's because he's a noble? That he wants to not only redeem his mother's good name, but prove to everyone he's just as good as the best of them?"

"Sounds like Claire's rubbing off on him." Felice chuckled, then had a thoughtful look.

"Something on your mind, dear?"

"If this tip turns out to be legit, we could be moving into the endgame here soon, Ken."

"I don't think we'll be attacking Cor Imperii anytime soon. We still need to go to the Tomb, take several more planets, and find out the results of the rescue mission."

"I know, but we may have just gone from years to less than a year. That's a lot to think about."

"True. So maybe it's time to start thinking."

#

Ann sat in her isolation cell and tried not to fume. She'd been the last person rescued, as she'd been moving away from the debris field of what had been Belfast Station at the highest rate of speed. As her maintenance runabout had been undamaged, they'd figured she was safe and were far more interested in saving those who were injured or dying.

At least there'd been emergency rations onboard, and it did have a functioning toilet.

She looked at the bag sitting at her feet with the data array drives in it. She'd told them more than once that without her, the drives were useless, and they'd have to shoot her before she gave them to some sailor who didn't know a one from a zero.

"What's on them?" one had asked.

"Evidence," she'd replied.

As cells went, it wasn't bad. They fed her, let her use the facilities, and they even let her lock herself in the shower with her array—once they were sure it wasn't a bomb.

Still, she'd been in here two days. She wanted out. She wanted to talk to somebody! She'd asked the people bringing her meals, and they'd told her they were waiting for an expert on computers. They'd also mentioned they'd been interrogating the other survivors.

She'd been afraid to ask how many—or in this case, few—there were. Thinking about using the others for cover for her own escape had been one thing. Seeing them actually getting killed had been something completely different. Something she now realized she hadn't been prepared for.

"Miss Wells?"

She looked up. The door had opened, and there was a sailor standing there.

"Yes?"

"Please grab your things and come with me. We have some people who'd like to talk with you."

"About time!" She sighed, sticking what few things she had in the bag with the array.

"You said you'd die before you turned it over to just anyone; that's a pretty substantial threat. We wanted to be sure we had someone who knew the difference between a one and a zero."

Ann couldn't help it; she snickered. "After what I went through, there was no way I was going to risk my revenge."

"I guess not. Now, follow me."

Ann followed the sailor down the passage as he led her through the ship. He finally stopped at the entrance to a compartment and motioned for her to go inside first. Stepping inside, she looked around. There was a large table with one empty chair, obviously for her. On the other side sat a Navy chief whose name tag said Black. There was also a petty officer first class by the name of Gorka—the only woman in the room—and two lieutenants, a JG name of Hawthorn, and an SG name of Peterson.

"Please, Miss Wells, have a seat," SG Peterson said, motioning to the chair.

"Thanks, call me Ann. I think I'm finally getting to talk to the people I need to."

"Hopefully that's the case. I and Chief Black are primarily here representing the head of the intelligence. JG Hawthorn, and PO1 Gorka are computer hardware specialists.

"Now, if you'd be so kind as to explain why you're here, and why that data array is so special that only you can extract the data on it?"

"Do either of you recognize my name?" Ann asked, motioning towards the JG who was sitting next to the PO1.

"No, should we?"

"Only if you've been keeping current on data array optimization. I actually have a doctorate and wrote my PhD thesis on how to rework the hardware and firmware on our existing data architecture to increase data densities by a factor of ten, with less than a one thousandth of a delay increase in access times."

"Artemis, see if you can contact someone back on Tulsa to find us a copy of that paper," JG Hawthorn spoke up immediately. "This is something I need to read." He then looked at Ann. "We've been out of touch for a decade. I'm guessing this is a new development?"

"I published six years ago. That's how I ended up on Belfast Station."

"And what are they working on—or were they working on—that's so secret, they killed everyone?" SG Peterson asked.

"They didn't kill everyone. They just evacuated the people Dr. Helfner, the project leader, thought were key to the project. They killed those left behind to insure if you came here, you wouldn't know what he and his team were doing."

"So what were they doing?"

Ann shook her head. "I have no idea. I was there to manage their data systems; the project required massive amounts of memory with a low latency. Most of the people there were idiots when it came to hardware, so I was necessary—though apparently not necessary enough that I wasn't condemned to die by that asshole like all the other people who did the real work."

"So if you don't know, then, I take it those drives…?"

Ann nodded. "Once I discovered what Dr. Helfner was planning, I created a secondary archive. Everything that was downloaded to the ship was also downloaded to my array, here. So whatever it is they were working on, it's all in that array, somewhere."

"How'd you figure out what he was going to do to you and the others?" Chief Black asked.

Ann snorted and shook her head. "The man was rude, thoughtless, and completely self-centered. He may be a genius in Artificial Intelligence, but he was hopeless with a computer that didn't have any. He constantly had me doing menial tasks and fixing his screwups. So of course I read all his personal messages and mail."

"And you didn't tell the others?"

"I didn't want to catch a bullet to the back of the head. Several researchers 'left' his employ during the course of the program. By 'left', I mean they were killed by his security head. I did, however, rig the system to tell everyone to abandon the station, and that it was being targeted by missiles, once he and his team boarded that frigate. Otherwise, they'd all be dead."

She paused a moment, took a deep breath, and looked at SG Peterson. "How many survived?"

"Twenty-three are alive and in good health. Six are in the medical bay and expected to survive. We've gathered the remains of over two hundred others."

Ann deflated and shook her head, looking down at the table. "And that's why I want revenge. Like a lot of data heads, I'm something of an introvert. I didn't mind the isolation so much, and the pay was good. But when I finally read the writing on the wall—or rather, in the good doctor's mail—I began looking for a way to get back at him. Whatever you want, I'll do."

"Hawthorn, Gorka?" SG Peterson asked, looking over at them.

"I'd like to take her back to our shop, have her teach us about this new technology, and show us how to access her storage unit," JG Hawthorn replied. "I'll talk to someone over in Personnel to get her set up with quarters and some cash to cover clothing and food."

"Right then, Chief, let's you and I get back to work and leave our techs to their jobs."

"Yes, sir, Lieutenant."

"Thank you, sirs, everyone," Ann said, standing up as the others rose. "I realize I'm not exactly a good person because I didn't save everyone, but still, I want to thank you for saving me and giving me this chance."

"Ann, saving everyone wasn't your job. Saving yourself and doing what you could to help the others is all anybody could've asked. That," SG Peterson said, pointing to her bag with the data storage unit in it, "is going above and beyond. Trust me; you'll be rewarded for this, and not with a bullet, but with a safe place to live and a lot of money."

"Thank you, sir."

"You're very welcome, Miss Wells."

#

"So they took Nocturne?" asked Jim Gorloch, the Public Affairs minister.

"Unfortunately, yes," Ryan Platt replied.

"What about Project Damocles?" Neill asked.

"Dr. Helfner and his team were evacuated safely, according to the message traffic they were able to send as they jumped out of the system. We also know Belfast Station was destroyed, but that's all we know at this point."

"So where do you think they'll go next?" asked Jake Marley, the Finance minister. "Magni, or Hoor?"

"Magni," Neill said, "they have to go to Magni."

"But there's no Imperial presence there. Only one of them ever even went there, and we killed him. Hoor's the next logical place to go," said Kenneth Thompson, the Technology minister, speaking up.

"Yes, of the two, Hoor is by far the more logical place to go next," Neill agreed, "but they can't."

"I'm not sure I understand."

"If they go to Hoor next, it becomes clear that they're looking for a Morgan, and people will believe our story," Ryan replied. "So they have to go to Magni to make it look like their fraud is the real deal, and they're just taking these places to cut us off."

"I see…" Kenneth said with a thoughtful look. "That would mean, what? Three weeks until they show up at Hoor?"

"That depends on how long they stay at Nocturne, and based on how much of a mess Magni is, they could be there more than a week. But yes, three weeks is probably the soonest. Four to five is probably the most likely. Six should be the latest."

"It's four weeks to get to Hoor from here. Maybe we should arrange a surprise?"

"Ken, they destroyed 3rd Fleet. Do we want to add to that?"

"3rd Fleet tried to make a stand. What if we sent 2nd Fleet with the sole intention of making a single pass through the system, shooting up whatever they can target, and not stopping to engage? I mean, that's a valid tactic, isn't it?"

"Hmm, you know…" Neill said with a thoughtful look on his face, "… that does sound like something that could work. What do you think, Ryan?"

"I don't know, there's a lot of variables there. I'd have to run it past my tactical advisors. Do we have them wait in system and make an attack run? Or do we just have them show up after they're in system and waiting for us?"

"Why would they be waiting?" Kenneth asked. "This isn't something we've tried before, right?"

"He has a point, Ryan," Neill said, agreeing with Kenneth. "Put your people on it, and see if they can come up with a strategy that can make this work. We do have more spares than they do, so anything that reduces their effectiveness works in our favor, as long as we make sure the trade-off isn't in their favor."

"I'll put everyone on it immediately, Phillip. It never hurts to look at our options. There are some good tacticians on my team; they may come up with a plan you'll like."

"Just don't give them too long a timeframe to come up with an answer."

"I'll give them forty-eight hours. If they haven't figured out something good by then, they probably never will."

"Great! Now, how's our recruitment campaign to replace the people we lost in 3rd Fleet going?" Neill asked, moving along the schedule. He hoped Ryan's people could come up with something worthwhile. Ken's suggestion was actually a good one, but then, Ken was always good for unorthodox solutions to difficult problems.

#

Jericho checked his uniform before leaving the head and returning to duty. Apparently, Lieutenant Paul Craig and Homeland Officer Tony Marshall had decided the best way to repay him was to get his Reserve status reinstated, then have him recalled to duty on a part-time basis, to guarantee him a regular paycheck.

He was also up for his lieutenant commander's board. Due to his time in grade, and his age, if he didn't pass it, he'd be forced back out. However, there'd been a few hints dropped that, as his recall was at the behest of Ryan Platt, the minister of War, passing the board was guaranteed.

He had to admit, the extra money helped. Access to the Commissary, with its lower prices, also helped.

The best part of all of this, however, was that he was working for the Intelligence Division, he had an incredibly high clearance, and he was now part of the investigation to find the 'traitors' in the Signals Group who'd undoubtedly helped with the "Channel Override Incident", or COI, as it was now referred to. He'd been giving Marilyn detailed reports on everything he'd observed over the last few weeks. She was uploading them to the Intelligence satellite in orbit daily now.

"LT Rhodes," a very pretty civilian secretary asked as he walked back to his office, "I was wondering if you might want to join a few of us after work for drinks?"

"Not tonight, Jenny, I promised the wife I'd come straight home after work. Also, I do have a bit of a backlog of work in my shop I need to catch up with."

She pouted. "You sure?"

Jericho smiled and shook his head. He'd been going out one night a week after work with some of the others to socialize. In the military, even for married officers, that was a requirement. Last week, Jenny had attached herself to him. He was surprised to find that a lot of the mid-grade officers had mistresses and were carrying on affairs with the secretaries in the office. Many of the junior officers were treating the girls as their own private meat-market! Jericho had his suspicions regarding why this was happening, and they weren't at all pleasant.

"Maybe you could tell me where your shop is, and I could come by and pay you a little visit?" she asked coyly.

"Jenny, if a pretty little thing like you showed up, my wife would murder me in my sleep," he said with a faked smile. "Besides, I'm just a lieutenant; I'd think a nice, young girl like you could set your sights a little higher?"

"You're getting promoted to lieutenant commander at the end of the month," she said, moving a little closer. "I prefer my men to be the mature kind."

Jericho blinked, a little surprised. "How'd you find out that I was getting promoted?"

"Because we do the paperwork in the secretarial pool. We know everyone who's getting promoted!" She looked around and lowered her voice. "You'll qualify for a secretary after your promotion, and, well, I was hoping you might pick me? You'll find me to be a very hard-working and willing secretary."

Jericho nodded slowly. He knew better than to refuse her offer straight out, though he still wondered why she'd set her sights on him. He'd turned down several offers from others already.

"I think I might like that, Jenny."

"Good! I'll have the paperwork on your desk when you come in Friday! All you have to do is sign it, and I'll make sure it's the first request filed after your promotion is official."

He smiled at her. "Thanks, Jenny."

"Thank you, Jericho," she said, giving him a shy smile as she continued on her way.

"Yeah, she could be trouble," Lucy said to him later that night as he was going over all the things that had happened today, so she could prepare the details for Marilyn's next report. "Makes me wonder what she's running from."

"Why would she be running from anything? She's got a plum job."

"Unless she says 'no' to the wrong man. Then I bet she gets a collar and shipped out to some pleasure brigade," Lucy said with a disgusted look on her face. "Look at how the junior officers are behaving. Yeah, there were always women throwing themselves at the senior officers. It was both expected and kind of accepted.

"The question I have is, is this going on in all branches? Or just in the Intelligence Service? And if it's only in IS, is it everywhere, or just here on Cor Imperii?"

"Why would you think the Intelligence Service is more likely to engage in those things than the other branches?" Jericho asked, a little confused.

"Because Intel gets messy. It always gets messy. Also, the Intel people are the ones most likely to know the truth about what's really going on, and even the Navy's Intel people are a lot more about politics now than they are about war. Agencies rot from the head, and Homeland is about as rotten as it comes. Ryan Platt is no angel; he's got a lot of blood on his hands, just like the rest of Neill's cabinet. So I'm not going to be surprised it things are every bit as bad as I suspect. "

Jericho nodded. "I've noticed discipline is pretty lax. I thought at first that was just how things always are in Intelligence, but you've already told me it wasn't that way when you were there."

There was a patterned knock on the door, and they looked up at the screen. It was Marilyn.

"That's odd," Jericho said. Getting up, he went over and let her inside their apartment.

"What brings you here?" he asked.

Marilyn smiled. "I just got new orders!"

"Wait, you got orders?" Lucy said, getting up and coming over. "How?"

"When I uploaded my report this morning, there was a message for me to download. After I decoded it, I waited until later to come over and talk to you about it. Apparently, our mission is being changed."

"Why would they do that?" Jericho asked.

Marilyn shook her head. "I'm not going to ask. You can speculate if you want to, but I don't waste my time on that. I just focus on the mission."

"So what's the new mission?"

"They want a list of people from Jericho of who he wants to hang the incident they've got him investigating on. Names, ranks, any other data he might be able to supply."

Jericho and Lucy looked at each other in surprise.

"Did they give a due date?" Lucy asked.

"Sooner would be better, but I think they mean within a week, latest."

"Why would they want that?" Jericho asked, looking between the two.

"So they can plant evidence," Lucy said. "That's the only reason."

"Still, why?"

"To divert suspicion? To increase your standing?" Lucy shrugged. "Intel chiefs aren't in the habit of sharing their reasons or their goals with field agents."

"Which is why I don't bother to speculate," Marilyn agreed. "I try to focus more on getting the job done."

"Well, tomorrow, I'm here in the shop to deal with work," Jericho said. "I guess Friday, I'll start looking for targets?"

"Why don't we go over the people you're familiar with right now? We can make a list and debate each of the people on it. Look for likely candidates."

"What makes someone a likely candidate?"

"The ability to make the accusation stick, as well as how easy it is to frame them with planted evidence."

"Let's do this in the kitchen," Lucy suggested. "We can discuss it while Jerry and I make dinner."

"Fine by me!"


Hart-Sal Fuels Combine

Captain's Dayroom, Cruiser Hesperus

Captain Rodgers looked around the table. Kortney, his XO, was there, and so were the captains of his cruisers, his spook boat, and his one assault carrier, Warrant Third Meressia, the head of the two flights of mechs aboard said carrier, and the Marine captain in charge of the company of Marines they'd also brought along. The captains of his three destroyers and five frigates were attending virtually.

"Okay, everyone, for the record, this meeting is being recorded as per the War Crimes Tribunal Act decreed by Tiberius Morgan, and backed by the 428th Parliament. Lieutenant Senior Grade Knofler, captain of the Stealth Reconnaissance Ship Kraken, please explain to everyone here what you found when you took up orbit around the dwarf planet Secondus Three, in orbit around the star of the Secondus System."

"Yes, Captain Rodgers. As we approached Secondus Three, or S-3, we observed that the landing beacons for the small spaceport there were active. We detected some radio traffic, but only automated signals and communications between AI systems. Even that traffic wasn't what we would've expected for an installation this size."

"I see, and what is the size of the S-3 installation?"

"Half a million people are known to have lived and worked on S-3. The mines on S-3 employed approximately fifty thousand workers. Another hundred thousand worked in the maintenance facilities that supported the operation of the mines, or operated the fuel processing plants that consumed the output of the mines. Twenty or so thousand dealt with food production and processing. Another fifty or so thousand worked to support the estimated twenty thousand miners who operated in the large asteroid belt, mining materials for fuel processing, as well as other valuable minerals.

"Beyond that, there were at least another hundred thousand people involved in maintaining the domes everyone lived in, medical personnel, teachers, processing facilities for minerals the miners brought back that weren't fuel related, and all that. There were also estimated to be a hundred thousand dependents—that is, the families of the people working there."

"And how many appeared to be living there as you approached?"

"We couldn't detect any signs of human life."

"I see. What did you find when you took up orbit and started mapping and other visual and electronic surveillance and analysis?"

Lieutenant Knofler sighed. "We saw that all eight of the habitation domes had been destroyed. From the size of the damage, I could only conclude that nuclear warheads were used. That is to say, anti-ship missiles."

"Was there any other damage observed?"

"Many of the buildings inside each of the domes had been blown down by the blast effect. Those that withstood it had their windows blown out. There were a large number of corpses littering the ground. I couldn't determine their condition at that time."

"I see. What about the production facilities?"

"All the production facilities appeared untouched. All the maintenance facilities also appeared undamaged."

"Thank you, Lieutenant Knofler. Next, Warrant Third, Countess Meressia, is the head of the two flights of mechs that are currently stationed aboard the Assault Carrier Bennosuke.

"Countess Meressia, would you please tell us what you and your flight members found upon landing at the Hart-Sal Fuels Combine site?"

"On first landing, we didn't see anyone or anything. We landed to the northwest of the facility and  made our way into it cautiously to determine if there were any active defenses, either manned or automated. We were also on the lookout for traps of any kind."

"Did you find any?"

"No, we didn't. As we accessed the sections of the facility where people worked, we found view ports had been destroyed from the outside, and in some cases, walls breached. Every facility we inspected had experienced this type of attack, resulting in the explosive release of atmosphere."

"Thoughts as to why?"

"Well, entering through an airlock is always a risky proposition in combat, Captain. Further, if you catch the workers unaware with an explosive loss of atmosphere, you'll at the very least confuse them, and at the best, kill them."

"Did you go inside any of the facilities?"

"No, Captain Rodgers, we were instructed to leave that task to Captain Carter's Marines. We were ordered to investigate the destroyed domes."

"And what did you find there?"

"A lot of dead men, women, and children. Those who were outside were probably killed by the shockwave of the blast. Any who weren't immediately suffocated from being in a vacuum."

"What of the buildings inside the former domes?"

"Windows were blown out of most of the structures still standing. We did find a few buildings made of stone that were relatively undamaged. Looking in through the windows, however, we saw all those inside were dead. We suspect they died of murder/suicide once they realized they were trapped inside with no food, water, or fresh air."

Captain Rodgers sighed. "Thank you. Next is Captain Carter of His Majesty's Marines. Captain Carter, please explain what you found inside the buildings when you searched them."

"Everyone we found inside was dead. Probably a third of them, on average, died in each building as it was breached. Those who had pressure suits were shot, once in the body, with a follow up shot to the head to destroy their helmet and make sure they were dead. We did find several survival shelters. In each case, the door had been blown off with a small charge, killing those inside by exposure to vacuum."

"And was that the case in every building?"

"Yes, Captain Rodgers, it was."

"Now, as I understand it, several of your men found the Communication Center and were able to make copies of the communication logs, is that correct?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"Let the record show that all the people sitting here today have examined those logs, which will be attached to this recording. Let the record show that it was the Democratic Peoples Republic of Solaria's 2nd Fleet that attacked, without warning or provocation, and killed everyone here.

"Also attached are all the facility surveillance videos that show members of the 2nd Fleet's attached Marine division going building to building to kill everyone."

Captain Rodgers looked around the table. "Does anyone have anything they'd like to add?"

"No, sir," came the muted replies from everyone.

"Then this meeting and informational hearing is adjourned. Dismissed."

Kortney shut off the recording as everyone leaned back in their chairs and sighed.

"So now what?" Captain Baskin of the cruiser Astraeus asked.

"Ksinatte Station," Captain Rodgers said. "We'll leave here in twelve hours, so recall everyone, and make sure we've got all the evidence we need. There's nothing more for us to do here. None of the miners out in the ring have replied to our hails, so I can only assume they were either hunted down or perished due to starvation or lack of oxygen."

Standing, everyone saluted and filed out of his dayroom.

"I'll send copies of everything back to our base on Danip to be forwarded to Wolfhound Base, sir," Kortney said. "The System FTL Radio here is still active, so we might as well use it."

"Thanks. It's just… I don't know, so much more cold-blooded that they made sure not to shut down or damage any of the equipment, while taking the time to make sure that everyone here was dead."

"I'll admit to being surprised they haven't re-staffed it yet."

"You'd need at least a dozen nobles to run this place, probably twice that. I'm guessing they just don't have them to spare. So until they do, why bother? I'll be in my quarters; let me know when we're ready to leave."

"Yes, Captain."

#

The meeting to confirm that Magni would be their next stop was a long one. There were questions to be answered regarding how much longer they'd be spending in Nocturne space, and getting those answers required several conference calls with different department heads. There were also questions about what they should leave behind in the way of Navy ships, as well as what they'd be getting or needed to get.

Chase didn't find it all that engaging; however, he knew he needed to pay attention, because there was always a chance something important might come up. Claire joined them early on, still in her flight suit, as she'd obviously come straight up from the hangar deck.

"So why the rush to move on to Magni?" Kerry asked.

"We have actionable intelligence that there may be a member of the Imperial family there," Captain Witner said.

"We do?" Jill asked, looking a little surprised.

"Yes, we do."

Jill glanced briefly over at Chase, which caused Claire to put her hand on his leg under the table and tap it for a moment.

"How reliable is it?" she asked.

"That's hard to say. Ten years ago, I suspect it was quite reliable. Now? We'll have to go there and follow up."

"If we get enough mech pilots, I think we'll be able to crew another of the carriers we captured," George said, changing the subject with a thoughtful look on his face.

"Don't forget, we split off half a squadron and an assault carrier to support the rescue effort," Claire reminded him. "Commander Frost wouldn't mind some replacements"

"Good point. I'll talk to her once I know what we're getting."

Claire nodded.

"I'm going to send out the Wampus immediately to gather intel," Captain Witner said. "It's about a ten day trip. Is there anything else we need to discuss?"

"I've got one item that was kicked up to me the other day," Jill said. "We rescued someone who has copies of the system archives from whatever they were doing out on Belfast Orbital. Our techs are working with her to put it into a format our machines can read; apparently, they were using some new data architecture. Once they have that, our analysts will go through what's there and see what we can figure out."

"Anything else?"

Everyone shook their heads.

"Dismissed," Captain Witner said, standing and stretching.

"I need to hit the shower and take care of my reports," Claire said to Chase as they headed for the exit. "I'll catch up with you before dinner."

Chase gave her a kiss, smiled, said, "See you then," and watched as Claire trotted off.

"You slept with the governor, didn't you?" Jill said in a soft voice with a slight frown after Claire was out of sight.

"Jill? Really?"

"Does Claire know?"

"And that's your business, how?"

"Chase, we can't afford to have you crippled or killed. Plus, I thought we warned you not to?"

Chase stopped walking, causing Jill to stop as well. "Yeah, you did do that, didn't you? Now that I'm not crashing from a stimpak high, why did you do that? I thought you didn't like me?"

"I figured if you trusted me enough to make me wear a gun around you, maybe I owed you a warning."

Chase looked around to make sure they weren't being observed, and moved out of the center of the hallway, motioning Jill to do the same.

"I talked to Claire about it," he said in a hushed voice. "She told me I probably needed to do it. That 'bedroom diplomacy' is something emperors are famous for, along with a lot of the dukes and other high-ranking nobility. So yes, I did it."

"That's where the intelligence came from, isn't it?" Jill asked, her eyes widening slightly.

"Yes. It's also what got me the introduction to Duke Miyoto and led to the help we're getting."

"Why?"

"Because I proved to her that I'm a prince and all that?" Chase said with a smile.

"Chase—" Jill started, but stopped as he held up his hand.

"Believe it, Jill. You need to believe it. Regardless of what happens, believe it. I believe it now, and yes, I live it. Doing anything less would be letting everyone down; it'd even be letting you down."

"And what are you going to do if we find Morgan House members when we get to Magni?"

Chase smiled. "Hug them and get them up to date on everything. I mean, why wouldn't I? Besides, that'd make the trip to the Tomb a lot more enjoyable for me, right?"

Jill stopped and looked at him.

"You're hiding something, aren't you?" she said after a minute.

Chase laughed. "I'm not hiding anything anymore, Jill. At this point, I'd say my life is an open book. You're just too hung up on my past to see things clearly, that's all. But don't let it worry you."

Jill frowned. "And why shouldn't I?"

"Because keeping me honest is your job, right? And while they probably won't say it out loud, I suspect everyone on the command staff appreciates it. I know I do."

"Oh, really, now?"

"Yeah, I didn't grow up with any of this. Claire helps, but so do you."

"And here I thought you didn't like me, Chase."

Chase shook his head. "Not at first, but I didn't quite understand then. You're not my enemy, you're just a member of the gang—excuse me, the team—whose job is to look out for threats. Human threats. I fit that description. I fit it pretty well, I'm guessing. How can I be mad at you for doing your job? Just promise me one thing?"

"What would that be?"

"After we go to the Tomb, you'll admit I'm not a threat to our future emperor."

"After we go to the Tomb, and we have a new emperor."

Chase smiled again. "I'll be holding you to that, trust me. Later, Jill!"

Jill watched Chase almost swagger off, like he'd just set her up for the biggest punchline in the world.

Suddenly she wondered if he was hoping to enlist the next emperor in some sort of joke—shaking her head and rolling her eyes at the thought of anybody being able to do that, she headed back to her own office. Though she had to admit… if Chase could pull off some kind of joke like that, it probably would be pretty funny.

#

"Do you think we'll find somebody there?" Claire asked Chase. They were sitting on the couch in her quarters, which they still shared. He'd just finished telling her everything that had happened, including meeting his Aunt Alexa.

"She gave me the impression that she suspects her cousin was spending so much time there because he had a family hidden there."

"And you think if he was hiding it from his uncle, the emperor, as well as everyone else, Neill's people wouldn't know about it, either?"

Chase nodded in agreement. "Yes. They didn't know about me. They didn't even suspect I existed. If he was hiding his kids from my grandfather, there's no way Neill's people would know about them."

"Makes sense. Now for the important question."

"Which is?"

"Do you think she might have been right about your father? That he was afraid of the consequences for your mother, and possibly even you, for what he'd done? That he was hoping to work it out some day, which was why he sent you here?"

Chase shook his head slowly. "I don't know… I mean, I hope it's true. I wish that's what happened. That mom was murdered, and I was left to die, we weren't abandoned to our own fates because he didn't care."

Chase sighed and shook his head again. "I'll never know, which makes it even worse. I can live with what I believed happened; I can live with believing the worst. But what if that's not true? Even though he'd dead, I want to know the truth. It would be nice to be able to stop hating him. To know that maybe there could've been something there.

"Sure, odds are that what I believe is what really happened. That anything else is just wishful thinking. Still…" Chase paused a moment, staring at the wall. "I had that stolen from me. I honestly want to see Neill suffer, and I want to be the one who makes him suffer. I want to watch him die. I want to take from him what he took from me, and then some."

Claire gave him a hug. "There's nothing wrong with getting revenge on people like Neill. That's what they've got coming to them and what they deserve. He's an evil, conceited bastard who wanted power and never cared about anyone else.

"All he's done is made everyone's life worse and killed hundreds of thousands of people, if not millions. He's evil, that's all there is to it. Even your family, your House, was never that bad. They may have made mistakes and been ruthless at times, but they always made the lives of the people better. Something that can't be said about the DPRS or anyone who's a part of it."

Chase just nodded and sighed.

"Now, let's get dinner. No need to sit around here moping."

Nodding, he got up. "Do you want to meet my aunt?"

Claire gave a short shake of her head. "Sometime in the future, yes, I'd like to meet her. But right now, I think it would be better not to draw unnecessary attention her way."

"I wonder what the rumor mill is saying about my two trips down to the planet?" he wondered idly as they left their quarters.

"That you slept with the governor," Claire said.

"You think?"

"Bet on it. This way, you're not surprised. But you said she took the time to show you off to everyone and was very affectionate the entire time, right?"

"Mmm-hmm. But no one from the Wolfhounds was there."

"I'm sure it was talked about where someone heard it."

"Okay, any suggestions on how to handle it?"

"Ignore it. It's considered a bit rude to bring such things up directly."

"Katrina is going to be dropping hints, isn't she?"

"Maybe. Tricia's the one I'd be worry about."

Chase just rolled his eyes and took Claire's arm. They went into the dining room and found a table.

"Prince Chase! Claire," Duchess Tricia Tandesser said, coming over, all smiles. "It's so nice to see you again. Being stationed on a carrier, I'm sure you've missed the wonderful food our chefs create for us!"

Chase noticed Tricia was a little more effusive than normal, and the way she was standing as she chatted with Claire gave him an unobstructed view of her chest from the side, due to the way her blouse gapped. He also noticed she wasn't wearing a bra and was obviously quite excited to see them.

He also noticed Katrina sitting at one of the tables, taking it all in, and frowning for a moment, before her expression changed to a smile. Not a friendly smile. Chase started to worry as she stood up, but then she surprised him by going over to Captain Geniene, the CO of the 6th Battle Group, and whispered something to him. He looked over at Chase, Claire, and Tricia, gave one quick nod, stood up, and took Katrina's arm. He led her over to where Tricia and Claire were discussing shoes, of all things, while Tricia occasionally touched Claire, and then him, with her hand.

"Claire, cousin, how have you been doing?" Captain Geniene said, coming up to them with Katrina hanging off his arm.

"Greg!" Claire smiled. "A moment please, Tricia," she said and turned back to Captain Geniene. "Greg, I know you haven't been formally introduced, so, Captain Gregory Geniene, this is my boyfriend, Prince Chase Morgan. Chase, Duke Gregory is my cousin, and as I'm sure you know, the captain in charge of the 6th Battle Group."

"It's a pleasure," Captain Geniene said, shaking hands with Chase.

"It's nice to finally make your acquaintance," Chase replied as they made their way towards the table they were first aiming for when they entered the dining room.

"Toni speaks highly of you," Captain Geniene said, smiling as they walked.

Chase noticed Katrina was leaning slightly into Captain Geniene but was moving on her toes. She had the look of someone who was tracking everything around her at once. Chase got the impression she was steering Captain Geniene as they moved. Chase was curious as to where this was going; he was holding onto Claire's arm and guiding her while she chatted with Tricia, and he started to get a clue as they approached the seats, and Tricia shot a glance at their final destination.

When they got to the table, it was almost like a ballet. Captain Gregory shook hands with Chase, stepped in front of Claire, his cousin, and gave her a hug. He then deftly stepped to the side, blocking Tricia completely and pulling out Claire's chair. He seated her, and Chase heard Katrina give soft cough. He turned to look at her, and she looked at him, looked at the seat, then winked.

Chase seated her, then took the seat between her and Claire. Claire's cousin took the seat on the other side of Claire, and suddenly, Tricia was standing there, looking… miffed, Chase thought was the best way to describe it. She could either seat herself next to Gregory, on the far said of Claire, or walk all the way around and sit on the far side of Katrina.

"Prince Chase, Claire, Gregory, I'll see you later!" Tricia said with a smile and withdrew instead.

"I'm a helmsman on a warship," Katrina said in a voice pitched so only Chase could hear. "Outmaneuvering people is what I do!"

Chase snickered. "She was a little obvious, wasn't she?"

"Yes, well, rumors are going around, as I'm sure you know. After you set up that little encounter at your quarters—or perhaps I should say I stumbled into it?—I decided to back off. I still want a shot at you, Chase; I'm not going to lie." Katrina's hand patted his leg under the table. "I'm not, however, going to stand idle as a certain conniving duchess with lots of ulterior motives throws herself at you."

Chase chuckled. "Thanks, I think. I'll admit, I was a little surprised at how blatant she was being with Claire there."

Katrina snorted. "I'm not usually much better, I'll admit. I do believe I've heard Claire remark once that I was going around like a cat in heat?"

Claire suddenly coughed into her water glass as her cousin Gregory helped her get it under control. Chase snickered as Katrina winked, and he noticed Claire shooting her a nasty look.

"However, I'm not as stupid as some people seem to think I am. I can see who the next empress is going to be, and getting on her bad side is definitely going to be unhealthy."

"You know, I never did ask which cruiser you were the helmsmen on."

"The Eos; it's a heavy cruiser, and the lead cruiser in the 6th Battle Group's cruiser formation."

"Impressive," Chase said as the steward came over and took their orders.

"Thank you," Katrina said with a smile. "I'd been hoping to go to OTS after this tour was over, back before…" She stopped and shook her head. "I guess that probably won't happen now."

"Why not?"

Katrina gave him a look, and Chase blinked and leaned back a little.

"What?" he protested.

"We need nobles; we need lots of nobles. Well, that isn't going to happen by itself," Katrina said and patted her belly. "No matter how much I love ship handling and the Navy, I've got a duty to my House and my emperor."

"Oh…" Chase replied and stopped to think about that for a moment.

"Never occurred to you, did it?"

"That's so far ahead of where we are that no, it hasn't," Chase admitted. "You could still go to OTS, I guess, but…" He trailed off.

"I don't think they're gonna want pregnant women going through Officer Training School," Katrina said with a snicker.

"When I think about how may of my nobles in the Navy are women… don't be surprised if they have a change of heart."

"I don't know, some of those folks can be pretty hidebound, Chase."

"Katrina, you're on a first-name basis with the future emperor. If that's something you want to do—go to OTS that is—I want you to do it. If you need to go there pregnant, well, I guess I'm gonna have to talk to some folks about rule changes."

"You'd do that for me?"

Chase wasn't quite sure whether she was serious, or if she was teasing him, with the way she was looking at him.

"Of course I would, though I'll probably have to do it for a lot of other nobles, as well. Once this war is over, I'll probably spend the rest of my life cleaning up Neill's mess," he said with a sigh.

"Well, I'll be more than happy to make you feel better if you ever need it," Katrina said with a wink while putting her hand on his shoulder.

"Really?" Claire asked, leaning over and looking around Chase at Katrina.

"Meow!" Katrina said, and then giggled as Gregory laughed, and Claire facepalmed.

"Oh, look! Food!" Chase said and leaned back to let the steward serve them.

"You know, Katrina had a point," Claire said much later when they were in bed.

"Which one?"

"Which one do you think?" Claire asked, smiling at him.

"Trying not to get in trouble here, hon. A little help would be nice!" Chase said, mock-panicking.

Claire smacked him on the chest lightly. "OTS. A lot of the nobles who come here go on to OTS after a tour. That's one of the reasons I came here, after all."

"Just how long is OTS?"

"It depends; there are a few factors involved. If you're already in the Navy or have spent a good deal of time here in the past, that waives all the entry-level stuff. If you've been in combat, that lets you skip a few more things—though it depends on what kind of combat, and what you were doing. I'm in a leadership role, so I could skip a lot of the leadership classes. Katrina's a ship-handler, and according to Greg, a pretty good one, so she'd skip over a lot of stuff on fleet maneuvering and using ships in combat."

"Maybe I need to talk to Captain Witner about offering some sort of part-time OTS on board the base?"

"I don't know if that'd work. We're already pretty busy; we are at war, remember."

"True, but maybe afterwards? Once this is all done, I think I'm going put nobles in charge of all the fleets, and probably a lot of the ships in those fleets, as well. I'm going to need people I can trust."

"What about using the officers in our battle groups?"

"I'm worried we're going to need them here."

"What for?"

"Sooner or later, some of those other governments out there are going to think our fringe planets are ripe for the picking. I'm honestly surprised they haven't already started. We're going to need this place to stop that from happening."

"I don't think running all over the place and putting out fires is going to help, Chase."

Chase grabbed Claire, rolled over, and pinned her below him as he smiled. "What's the first rule of putting out lots of little fires?"

"I don't know. What is the first rule of putting out lots of little fires?"

"Why, you burn down the arsonist's house and kill him, of course!"

Claire laughed. "Oh, they're going to be so afraid of you!"

"How does that old saying go? Peace through superior firepower?"

"Still, we only have one Wolfhound Base."

"We have a pretty nice reserve sitting out in the Okla System, you know. Maybe I can find a use for it."

"Now that would be nice a trick."

"Yes, I know it would be."

"Are you going to tell the captain the truth if we find anybody at Magni?"

"Then he might think he has choices, and I don't know if I want him thinking that way just yet."

"Are you going to tell them? The people we find, that is?"

"I don't have a choice on that."

"You don't?"

"Little known secret, but when two people with an Imperial interface touch? They feel it."

Claire's eyes widened. "I didn't know that!"

"Yeah, I'm not sure it's one of those common knowledge things."

"I wonder if it still works if your interface hasn't been initiated?"

"Depending on what we discover, we may find out."


Magni Space

Bridge, Wolfhound Base

"Captain on the bridge!"

Fleet Captain Witner walked into the Wolfhound Base bridge and looked around the room. It was the nerve center for the entire base, as well as the command center for the Wolfhounds' fleet. All the 2-D displays around the room that normally displayed system and ship positions were currently blank. Once they'd re-entered normal space, those would be displaying relative locations from a top-down perspective of the local star system. There were also displays for Engineering, Communications, weapons status, fleet status, and all the hundreds of things a fleet captain or someone working on the bridge might want to take a glance at.

The gigantic 3-D display tank at the front of the room currently showed a projected display of the Aesir System, based on what they believed they knew. Because it wasn't an actual real-time display, it was in black and white, to remind everyone that it was just a guess, and not a very good one at that.

"Engineering reports we're preparing to re-enter normal space, Captain!" Helm called out.

"Understood. Ops! Send out the alert to bring everyone to combat stations."

"Aye, aye, sir!"

The alarm for combat stations sounded for five seconds, then stopped. Captain Witner didn't doubt that everyone was already at their stations, but now the clock was running, and everyone knew it.

"Helm, please announce our drop out over ship's comms," the captain ordered, and looked around his bridge, taking a quick stock of the situation. Hitting one of the direct communications buttons on his comms console, he barked out another order. "Air Boss! As soon as we translate, launch Battlegroups 1 and 2. Have the others standing ready."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"All hands! All hands!" the helmsman called, "return to normal space in five… four… three… two… one… zero!"

They all felt the shift as they heard, "1st Battlegroup is departing the base," from the flight ops coordinator.

"Sensors, do we have a channel on the intelligence remote satellites?" Captain Witner asked as screens came to life everywhere, and the main 3-D display tank showed in color.

"Yes, sir, we have contact, but we had to use our secure channels. As expected, the main Navy codes have been changed."

"Analysis?"

"System traffic is light, sir. There are two frigates in the system, but they don't appear to be DPRS ships. The other five ships appear to be traders; two are docked at the small orbital, one's approaching the system, and two are outbound."

"2nd Battlegroup is departing the base!" Flight Ops called.

"Sensors!"

"Yes, Captain?"

"What's the initial analysis of planets Modi and Thrud?"

"If there's any mining being done on either planet, it's small scale, Captain. We're not getting any initial readings, and Artemis' analysis of the intel satellites don't indicate any traffic to or from those planets in the last six months."

"Air Boss! Launch Battlegroups 7 and 8 and all the Marine ground assault craft and support. Once they're clear, execute Plan Guardian."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

Leaning back in this command chair, Captain Witner engaged his interface to get a different take on the situation. His military-grade interface wasn't one of the better ones, but it still helped with analyzing the situation.

"Artemis, what's the situation look like down on the planetary surface?"

"It would appear that there are currently two small wars being fought. I believe I'm detecting numerous small-scale operations, but I'm not sure if they're actual combat or not. I'll need more data to make actual determinations, Captain."

"Anything else?"

"There's a large crater where the town of Arisgoth once stood, Captain. As the use of nuclear weapons is proscribed by the Magni government, as well as the beliefs of those living here, I must surmise that's the result of DPRS action against the Morgan prince who was believed to have been here at the time of the coup."

"Comms!" Captain Witner said, disengaging from the interface.

"Yes, sir!"

"Tell everyone who we are, that Prince Chase Morgan is in charge, and that this is now Empire space. Time to find out what they think of the DPRS."

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"I'd say the DPRS pulled out of here a while ago," Felice said, walking over to his command station.

"I do believe you're right. Artemis has already found a crater where the town of Arisgoth once was."

"You're thinking that's where our prince was?"

"Yes, and the lack of any other craters makes me suspect they got him with their first shot."

"Makes you wonder if they sent someone down first, and what happened to them."

"Knowing the DPRS, they used them for targeting guidance."

"Captain! The orbital wants to know our intentions," Comms said.

"To accept their unconditional surrender to prevent further loss of life. We're the Wolfhounds, we're under the command of the emperor, and we're not here to play games. Tell them they have a minute to decide before we begin our assault."

"Aye, aye, Captain!"

"Think they'll surrender?" Felice asked.

"Probably. The folks down on the ground below may be a different case, however. Artemis?"

"Yes, Captain?"

"What's been the Empire's stance on the Magni and the events taking place on its surface?"

"As long as they didn't use atomics or other weapons of mass destruction, and observed the rules of combat and conflict as laid down by Emperor Richard at the time of founding, the Empire and the Imperial family ignored it."

"Send a copy to all my commanders and anyone who may visit the surface."

"Of course, Captain."

"Captain, the orbital has some questions!" Comms said.

"Ops, tell Captain Stannish he's free to engage the orbital at his leisure."

"Aye, aye, Captain."

"Comms, please let the orbital know the friendly people coming over in the heavily-armed mech suits and the friendly battleships will be happy to answer any questions they may have—assuming, of course, they're still alive to ask them."

"Aye, aye, Captain!" Comms said, snickering.

"So much for surrendering," Felice said.

"They have little in the way of armament. I suspect they're just posturing."

"Why would they do that?"

"They know that unlike the DPRS, we won't destroy them out of hand."

"There is that…"

#

"… we surrender! We surrender!"

Everyone in the Astra's squadron room laughed as they listened to the broadcasts from the orbital when the Juggernauts breached airlocks and moved in combat formations to secure the orbital. They'd been listening to the back and forth between Captain Witner and whoever was on the radio. The voice now was somebody new, probably whoever was really in command.

Chase looked around the room. Everyone was in their spacesuits, with their helmets folded and slung on their thighs, ready to launch at a moment's notice. So far, there'd been no fighting at all. The cargo ships and local frigates had quickly surrendered when they saw the 1st and 2nd Battlegroups headed their way.

"Wolfhound Base, Wolfhound Base, this is Governor Harding, the head of the planetary government on Magni. I must ask your intentions, as well as if you intend to uphold and honor the Covenant of Conflicts as decreed by Emperor Richard Niles Morgan."

There was a pause before they heard the communication officer on the bridge of Wolfhound Base respond.

"Fleet Captain Witner and Prince Chase Collisward Morgan agree to follow and uphold the Covenant. As for their intentions, it is to reclaim Magni for the Solarian Empire and Emperor Morgan."

"Then as per the Covenant, we request that Prince Morgan present himself and uphold the honor of his House and the Covenant in a contest of arms!"

"Artemis, let Captain Witner know I'm up for it," Chase said immediately.

"Prince Chase, I must inform—"

"Art, just tell him."

"You sure that's wise?" Claire asked.

"We need to go down there and take charge. I need to, as well. If I've got family down there, I have a duty to meet them." Chase stopped a moment, looked around the squad room at the rest of the squadron, and sighed. "None of you heard that, and don't tell anyone else. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!" they all replied, surprising him.

"Besides, how bad can it be?"

"Prince Chase, the contest of arms is fought with edged weapons and no armor; it can be very bad."

"So can I, Artemis, so can I."

"Captain Witner and Prince Chase Morgan accept your terms," came over the radio.

"See, Artemis? It can't be that bad! The captain would never have agreed to it if it was."

Commander Hinkle, the Astra's captain, came over the squadron hailer. "Claire, take the squadron down to Forseti on the surface. That's the Magni government's capital. Your squadron is to serve as Prince Chase's escort."

"Wow, that was fast," someone muttered.

"You heard the captain, everyone mount up," Claire said, standing. Chase quickly followed her as they headed down to the flight deck where their mechs were stored.

"I wonder if anyone from the command team will be there?" Chase asked her as they headed out of the squadron room.

"Felice will probably be there. Do you have any idea what's in the Covenant?"

"Nope, you?"

"No, and that's what worries me. You shouldn't have cut Artemis off, Chase."

"Eh, how bad could it be, it's just a contest of arms, right?"

"Chase, do you even know what a contest of arms is?"

"Ummm…" Chase gave her an embarrassed look. "No?"

"It's a duel. Usually between two people."

"How do you determine who wins?"

"First blood. Or at least that's how they ran them back home."

"Damn, I hate getting cut."

"Then I suggest you cut them first!" Claire said with a grin, smacked him on the ass as he continued on to his mech, and she climbed up into hers.

Sighing, Chase climbed up into his mech, attached the umbilicals to his suit, hit the switches to power his mech up and close the hatch, then put on his helmet and sealed it. Grabbing the halo ring above his head, he pulled it down into contact with his helmet.

Running a quick systems check as he disengaged his mech from the rack, he followed Claire in her mech down the aisle, turned when she did, and went down the launch ramp, then jumped off and flew after her, forming up off to her right. Calling up a map of Magni, he found their destination and marked it.

"Artemis, what have I gotten myself into?"

"Unknown. They want you to fight a duel; however, I'm not quite sure why, and neither is Captain Witner. There's something going on here that doesn't seem to be following the rules."

"How long are the rules?"

"Two hundred pages—"

"Two hundred pages!"

"—plus another forty-three of footnotes."

"What are the rules in a contest of arms?"

"It can be anything from first blood to last man standing, or even death."

Chase sighed. "It's gonna be death, isn't it?"

"We don't know that, Chase."

"Yes, Art, we do. It's me. Anything else wouldn't make sense. I'm the heir to the empire. You don't challenge the top dog unless all the chips are in the pot. This is gonna suck."

"This is where a lesser AI would make a comment about having warned you."

"Oh? And what does a greater AI have to say?"

"That I wish you'd listen to me when I'm trying to advise you, Chase."

Chase laughed. "I'll try to do better next time. Where in this city are we going?"

"To the Treaty Hall. The governor of Magni rules over a hundred square miles of territory. The spaceport lies within it, as well as certain other facilities that are found nowhere else on the planet. The Treaty Hall is neutral territory, where factions that have been fighting can meet peaceably to negotiate agreements, offer formal surrender, or issue terms."

Chase thought about that a moment.

"Let me guess, they also have a place there for fighting duels?"

"Yes, that's also one of its purposes."

"Well, educate me on the high points of the rules, as well as what parts apply to emperors and princes. Oh, and contests of arms."

"Immediately, Prince Chase."

Chase listened as Artemis went over the rules while following Claire to the planet and down to the surface. One of the skills he'd been learning as he used his interface more and more was the ability to split his mind into several trains of thought. Most of this was due to the hardware he accessed via the interface, but some of it was due solely to the interface, as well. That meant even when he wasn't 'plugged in' or 'connected', he found that he was becoming quite capable of following two different things at the same time. Which, he was quickly realizing, was another valuable skill.

By the time they were inside the atmosphere and heading for a large, imposing building that featured a clear, domed stadium in its center, a shuttle from the base had joined their squadron formation. Claire landed them in front of the building's entrance, with the mechs of 2nd and 3rd Flights flanking the walkway inside, while 4th and 5th Flights took up patrol stations, and the Marines, including the Juggernauts, were landing in key places throughout the city.

Claire directed 1st Flight, which included Chase, to land to the side of the shuttle as it set down at the other end of the walkway that led inside.

Kneeling their mechs, all of 1st Flight dismounted them and grabbed their personal weapons. Everyone had a sidearm, and most also had a carbine. Those that didn't have carbines had other infantry weapons.

"We're not supposed to bring any weapons," Felice said as Chase walked up to her, his helmet open, but he hadn't yet removed it.

"I'm the emperor; Me and mine get an exception. Go back and get your sidearm. Ken, Tsing, put your gear on!" Chase called to his Marine guards, who'd come down on the shuttle as well.

"You sure?" Felice asked, giving him a look as she turned to walk back up into the shuttle.

"Artemis went over the rules with me."

She didn't say another word and went inside.

"They have to know you're allowed weapons," Claire said coming over to him.

"The rules say no factions are allowed to bring any weapons beyond knives," Jill said, coming down the ramp behind Felice as she returned.

"We're not a faction," Chase replied.

"Ah, so a calculated insult," Claire said with a nod. "Remember that, Chase."

"Maybe they forgot?" Felice asked as she checked her sidearm.

"That doesn't make it any better or any less. Ignorance of the law isn't an excuse."

"We brought a change of clothing for you, Chase. It's in the shuttle."

"Did you bring a flight suit?" Chase asked.

"No, we brought your uniform."

"I'm not taking part in a knife fight in that. Someone, grab my flight suit out of my mech, please?"

"Knife fight?"

"Contest of arms, knife fight, duel to the death, what's the diff?" Chase said with a shrug. "Come on, let's get this in gear so I can find out how much trouble I'm in."

Chase walked toward the entrance as everyone fell in around and behind him. Felice and Jill were the only ones in standard undress uniforms. The Marine guards were all in fatigues with light armor, while he, Claire, and the rest of 1st Flight were in their spacesuits, which were also armored, if not heavily.

Chase was just happy the suits had climate control, or he'd be sweating his butt off.

"Stop!" a guard at the entrance said, stepping out. "Who are you?"

"Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, heir to the Morgan Empire, and your emperor. I've been asked by your governor to meet him here. These people are with me."

"No firearms or energy weapons are permitted inside the Hall! You must disarm and leave your armor behind!"

Chase stared at the man, who looked indignantly back at him.

"Let me try this again; perhaps you didn't hear me. I'm Prince Chase Collisward Morgan. I am your emperor."

"That matters not! No factions are allowed to bring weapons inside the Hall of Treaties! It's neutral ground!"

Chase brought his carbine around and pushed the barrel of the weapon into the man's chest.

"I'm not a faction. I'm the emperor. Now you've got exactly five seconds to acknowledge that, and the fact that the Covenant clearly recognizes that as well, or I'm going to kill you for your insult."

"I must—"

"ONE!"

The guard frowned.

"TWO!"

Chase noticed the other guards slowly backing away as all his people brought their weapons to bear.

"THREE!"

The guard's expression changed as he either caught a clue, or someone on his radio earpiece told him he was about to die.

"FOUR!"

The guard quickly stood out of the way.

"Better," Chase growled as everyone reslung their weapons. "Don't let it happen again."

Then he marched forward into the building.

"Any idea where we're going?" Claire asked him in a low voice.

"The domed arena we saw as we flew in. I'm sure that's where the party is."

"What if it's not?" Jill asked from behind him.

"Well, then, it is today. Princes and emperors make the rules; they don't have to follow them."

Any reply Jill was about to make was cut off as the hall they'd been going down opened up suddenly into a large arena or stadium. The floor was an oval, its surface wasn't concrete, and it wasn't bare ground or carpet. Ringing the floor were seats that went up at a steep angle, so anyone seated in them would have an unobstructed view. The tables that sat before each ring of seats made it clear some sort of work got done here.

Chase estimated the floor was perhaps a hundred feet long by sixty or so wide, and there were ten rows of seats surrounding it on all sides, which meant a fair number of people could be seated. To the left side, however, the center of the bottom three rows was on the same level as the floor, with an arrangement that reminded Chase of nothing so much as a courtroom. There was a central table at the front, and a number of tables spread out behind it. None of it was elevated. Almost all of it was occupied.

"Which one of you is Governor Harding?" Chase asked in a loud voice as he led everyone following him towards the group sitting there.

"That would be me," a middle-aged man with a stock of blond hair and piercing blue eyes said from where he sat alone behind a large table. "Who would you be?"

Chase eyed the man as he approached. He was obviously very fit, though not muscular, unlike the guards standing back and behind him to either side. He was exceedingly well dressed, with what looked like a diamond tie clasp the size of a person's thumb, a gold watch, numerous rings, and other ostentatious displays of wealth.

Chase stepped up to the table and looked down at the man, then to either side of him. "What, did you give the slave girls in chains the day off?" he said with a frown, then looking back into Harding's eyes, he pointed to the imperial crest on the front of his spacesuit. "Prince Chase Collisward Morgan, and I don't appreciate your attitude. I suggest you stand—" Chase paused a moment, then raised his voice "—now!"

Harding's eyes narrowed, but he did as Chase commanded.

"Now, by what rules and what right have you summoned the crown prince and your future emperor here for a test of arms?"

"You're not emperor yet, Prince Chase Morgan," Harding replied, biting off each of the words as he spoke them. "There's a great deal of concern over your legitimacy due to the many claims made by the government of the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria."

"Yes, well, based on the fact that I have the Wolfhounds in orbit above me, as well as more than enough firepower to enforce both my will and my word on this planet, I'd hardly think that would matter. They don't, after all, take orders from anyone who's not the emperor or the heir to the throne."

"And neither do we," Harding said with a smile that bordered on a smirk. "We need proof that you are who you say you are, and that you're not simply a ploy to garner power and sympathy while searching for actual survivors of House Morgan. Of which, I can assure you, there are none upon Magni."

"Oh? And what of Prince Benjamin Morgan? What's become of him?"

"The crater where the town of Arisgoth once stood is what became of Prince Benjamin! He thought hunkering down inside his keep with his family would protect and save him; however, a nuclear bombardment ended him and his quite readily!"

"Oh? Say, you wouldn't have had anything to do with pointing out to those in orbit where my second cousin was, would you? In any case, I think we will be taking the time to determine for ourselves if my cousin and his family are all, as you seem to think, ended."

Chase noticed one of the men seated at one of the tables was quite incensed suddenly. Curious.

"You'll do no such thing until such time as you've proven yourself here, Prince Chase, as a true member of House Morgan."

Chase raised an eyebrow; the dance was definitely about to become interesting. "And how do you wish for me to prove that, Governor Harding?"

"You'll fight a contest of arms against one of us! Surely, if you are who you claim to be, you'll be victorious!"

"A trial by combat?" Claire said from behind him. "Are you serious?"

"I'm most serious, Duchess," Governor Harding said, obviously having noticed the crest on her spacesuit.

Chase rolled his eyes and sighed. "Fine. What kind of fight are we talking about, here?"

Governor Harding smiled slowly. "A knife fight, Prince Chase. You're—"

"Is there a place where I can get out of this spacesuit?" Chase called out, cutting the governor off. "Hardly seems fair for me to be wearing it."

"There's a room down here, Prince Chase," one of the underlings said.

"Ken, grab a few men and check it out; I'll be there in a minute. Who's got my flight suit?"

One of the Marines passed it to him as the rest trotted off after Ken.

"Thanks. 1st Flight, no one leaves, no one comes in."

"Who do you think is in charge here?" Governor Harding said angrily.

"Not you," Chase said with a smile and walked off slowly to follow Ken and the others, with Claire guarding his back.

Ken came out and signaled that the room was safe just as Chase got there. Going inside, he quickly got out of his space suit and the partial body suit you wore under one. There was a pair of shorts in one of the flight suit's pockets, which he put on before donning his flight suit. He then checked to be sure he still had both his knives; the one Claire had given him was now on the waist of his flight suit, and the other he moved to his left forearm, where he normally kept the one from Claire.

"He's going to turn this into a fight to the death, Chase," Claire told him.

"Oh, I figured that out from the start. It's obvious he wants me dead; I just have no idea why."

"Probably has something to do with his position in the DPRS, or lack thereof," Tsing observed.

"Or it could be that he's a self-centered, power-hungry asshole," Chase said with a smile.

"Just be careful," Claire told him. "Whoever the fight is against, they're not going to be a slouch. They'll probably be cheating."

Nodding, Chase got the lightweight shoes that were more like socks out of the other pocket of his flight suit and put them on.

"Chase?" Ken came over and asked in a soft voice, "Why are you doing this? Why not kill the governor and take over?"

"I suspect I've got cousins hiding here," Chase replied in an equally soft voice, "so I suspect I need to see this through if I'm going to find them." Chase paused a moment. "Though I'm not at all sure what Harding's game is."

"Ah."

"Well, let's get this going. Oh, Claire, if anybody who isn't one of ours tries to use a phone or a radio, stop them."

"Obviously," she said.

Getting up, he gave her a kiss, passed her his holstered sidearm, and then led the way back outside, after passing his carbine to one of the Marines.

"So!" Chase said in a loud voice as he walked back out to the central area. "What are the terms, and let's get this started. Things to do, and all that!"

"Oh? And what things would those be?" Governor Harding asked, and Chase noticed he glanced back towards the one person who'd been looking agitated before. Not the strong young man stripped to the waist eyeing Chase.

"Why, finding Prince Benjamin's kids, what else?" Chase said with a big smile. "I'm sure they'll come running once they find out the crown prince is here looking for his family!"

"I've had about enough of this popinjay as I can stand!" the man said, jumping to his feet. Chase noticed Governor Harding suddenly smiled quite happily. "I challenge you, Chase, to a trial by combat! I shall silence your false claims to the House of the man I called Father when you lie dead at my feet!"

"Called it," Chase said, turning to Claire and giving her a wink.

"Wait! Is he saying his father was Prince Benjamin?" Felice started.

"Yes, I am! And I won't stand for any imposters!"

"Wait, hold on a se—"

Claire was hissing into Felice's ear, and she had Felice by the shoulder, and was squeezing a pressure point, stopping her. "Shut it, now."

Chase sighed, as the look Felice gave Claire wasn't a friendly one. Jill was studying the newcomer through slitted eyes, but at least she hadn't opened her mouth to say anything.

Turning back to the man standing up, Chase estimated him as late twenties. He was strongly built, with black hair and hazel eyes. The clothing he wore was of good quality. Not rich, but not cheap, either. He was definitely heavier than Chase, and as he stepped free of the tables, a couple inches taller, as well.

"What's your name?" Chase asked.

"Fredrick," the man growled.

"Gonna take some of that armor off first?" Chase asked, motioning to the jacket the man was wearing.

"Are you?"

"This little thing?" Chase asked, pulled the zipper all the way down, drawing the knife Claire had given him from its sheath, shrugged it off his shoulders, and stepped out of it as it fell to the ground. He was wearing nothing more than a pair of shorts, the light shoes on his feet, and a second blade on his wrist.

Turning, Chase walked out into the center of the room while stretching a little, keeping an eye on Fredrick.

"Well, come on, Freddy! People are waiting!" Chase called as he stopped and turned to face his challenger. The big man took off his jacket and his shirt, then grabbed a knife, and stalked out towards Chase. The man moved well, and from the scars on him, Chase didn't doubt he'd been in a fair number of fights before. His claim of being a Morgan was one Chase found… curious. He had to have been somewhere between sixteen or eighteen when the DPRS came here and killed Benjamin, which meant either Benjamin had been siring kids when he was like, eight, or there was something else going on.

That was even more curious.

Chase watched as Fredrick stopped before him, ten feet away, and almost snarled at him.

"I know you're not Ben's son," Chase said in a soft voice. "Why are you—"

Fredrick lunged at him, point first, and the fight was on.

Chase started off dodging and dancing out of the way; he wanted to get a better idea of what he was up against before he engaged. Fredrick was fast, but not Imperial fast. He was very skilled, that was quickly obvious, as Chase almost got cut when he feinted and tried to score a hit. But he wasn't fast enough to tag Chase.

"Fight me, coward," Fredrick growled.

"Tell me why you're here first," Chase countered.

"You don't have an Imperial interface; you're not an Imperial!" Fredrick growled.

"You don't know that," Chase countered and dodged again.

"They killed everyone! No one survived!"

"Oh, then where did you come from?" Chase countered.

Swearing, Fredrick threw himself at Chase, going for a sacrifice attack. Chase deflected Fredrick's blade with his own, then had to grapple with him to get control over the other man's blade. As they grappled, Chase suddenly realized Fredrick most certainly wasn't an Imperial, or he would've felt it.

"You don't have an interface!" Chase hissed and smashed Fredrick in the head with his elbow three times in a row.

"Yes, I do!"

Chase twisted away, cutting Fredrick across the chest and getting his own left arm sliced in the process.

"You idiot!" Chase replied, still using the low voice to keep from being overheard. "Imperial interfaces interface when we touch! If you had one, you'd feel mine! Now tell me who the hell you are, or I swear, I'm going to kill you!"

If Chase thought the fight had been wild before, it suddenly got desperate, as Fredrick attacked with all his might and speed. He was no longer being careful, and Chase was cutting him up, but Chase was getting cut, too. Fredrick's goal was clear; he wanted to grab Chase and keep stabbing until Chase fell down dead, and he obviously no longer cared if he survived the fight, as long as Chase didn't, either.

The next ten or however many minutes were furious as they cut each other up. Chase thought he was getting the better of the deal—he was still faster—but Fredrick was bigger and stronger.

"Afraid I'll tell them you're a fraud?" Chase panted as he slid around a slick spot on the floor. He was getting tired, and he was covered in blood, both his own and Fredrick's.

"I'm not a fraud! Ben was my father!"

"Bullshit! You're too fucking old!" Chase faked a kick to the groin, and as Fredrick came down to try to stab his leg, he skip-stepped instead, changed his footing, spun around, dropped his hand to the floor to pivot on as he caught the back of Fredrick's knee with a heel, and drove the leg out from under him. Fredrick tried to shift his balance, and even with the momentum of the swing he'd made with his knife hand, he might have made it. But he had to step in the slick spot of blood Chase had dodged, and he went down, windmilling his arms.

Chase was on him in a flash. Putting one knee on Fredrick's knife arm, forcing it to the ground, he drove his knife through the arm, just above the wrist, nailing it to the floor as he buried the blade in the ground.

Fredrick punched him with his free hand, causing Chase to have to scramble around on top of Fredrick's body as he punched Fredrick in the head with his left hand over and over again, trying to stun him. He worked on trying to keep from getting punched in the kidneys and deflecting Fredrick's punches with his right hand. Finally, Chase shifted his attack as he got an arm around Fredrick's neck and rolled under him as he tried to roll towards his pinned knife hand. Chase then got him in a leg lock, put him in a sleeper hold, and started choking him out.

"How are you a Morgan; explain yourself, or you'll die," Chase hissed. "Tell me!"

"Ben adopted me," Fredrick finally gasped as Chase tightened his hold.

"Why? Why did he do that?"

"Because he gave me his sons to raise!"

"Where are they?"

"I'll die first!"

"Oh, fuck no! If he adopted you to watch out for them, you ain't gettin' away that easy. You're about to find out who the biggest asshole in this family is, and it ain't you."

"I'll never… tel…"

Chase released Fredrick once he'd passed out and rolled away. He got up onto his knees and took a moment to catch his breath, then he got up, put his foot on Fredrick's arm, and yanked his knife out.

"Well, that sucked," Chase said and looked himself over. He was bloody pretty much everywhere and hurt all over.

"He's not dead!" Governor Harding said.

"Nope, and he's not going to be dead." Chase looked at his little retinue. "Somebody come over here and patch him up and restrain him. We need to talk."

"You're supposed to kill him!" Governor Harding yelled.

"My cousin adopted him! No, I'm not killing him! Morgans don't kill Morgans, even adopted ones!"

"I demand you kill him! The Conventions demand it! You can't spare him!"

Chase wiped the blade off on his pants. He hurt, he was not happy, and this idiot with his agenda was making him even less so.

"Kill him! Or I shall declare you a fraud and a fake to—"

Governor Harding stopped, the arm he'd been pointing at Chase dropped, and then he just crumpled to the ground, Chase's knife buried deep in his left eye.

"I am the law! Do you all understand that? I am the law! You'll do as I say, and you'll damn well like it, or I'll kill you just like I did that asshole!" Chase yelled at the top of his voice. "Fredrick is a member of my family! He hasn't betrayed me; he's done his duty! We don't turn on our own!"

"You can't do that!" another man yelled, jumping to his feet. "You murdered our governor! You're no prince! I de—"

Chase scooped up Fredrick's knife as the other man started yelling and threw it hard enough that the tip was protruding from the back of the man's skull.

"I'm the crown prince and the fucking emperor! Do you understand? I will not put up with any more of this nonsense, and don't think I won't kill all of you! As the prince, I don't fall under any of the rules or the Covenant that was put in place by my ancestor. Now, I've proven that I'm a Morgan, because only a Morgan would have spared Fredrick's life. Which means the next one of you who even tries to claim that I fall under your rules is going to get shot in the head!"

Chase glared at them; they were standing there in shock, frozen. Here they were, on a world full of fighting, conflict, war, and death, and they were just standing there. So he'd killed a couple of them. They should be used to that by now.

"Do you understand the words that are coming out of my mouth!" Chase all but screamed.

That snapped them out of it, and they started bowing and scraping, and then kneeled before him.

"Umm, excuse me, Prince Chase?" one of the women asked, looking down at the ground and trembling.

"What?"

"With Governor Harding gone, who's in charge now? Who'll be governor?"

Chase took a deep breath; looked over at Claire, who shrugged; Felice, who was glaring at him; and Jill, who shook her head; and said, "Don't look at me!"

Looking back out on the floor, he saw that three members of his flight had Fredrick sitting up, and they were treating him. He was looking a bit dazed.

"Hey, Cousin!" Chase yelled.

"Are you talking to me?" Fredrick asked slowly.

"How'd you like to be governor?"

"What? Me?"

"Great! The job's yours!"

He turned back to the woman and the rest. "Let everyone know you've got a new governor; let them know Harding overstepped his bounds and was punished. Also, let everyone know that yes, I'm a prince, I'm a direct descendent of Emperor Charles Morgan, my grandfather, and that you've used up just about all of my patience. Okay?"

They all nodded.

"Great, now get out of my sight!"

As they all but ran for the exit, he sat down on the floor and noticed how much he was bleeding.

"Little help, please?"

His own Marine guards ran over to him; apparently, one was a medic, as he dropped his pack and went to work.

"Why does my left hand hurt?" Chase asked.

"You broke one of the bones in it while you were punching him in the head there at the end."

"Ah, okay. Can I have something to drink, feeling a little dizzy here."

Someone handed him a canteen, and Chase took a drink, and then suddenly felt a lot better as the medic gave him a shot of something.

"How'd you find out he was adopted?" Felice asked, coming over to him and shooting Claire, who'd come over as well, a couple of looks.

"Felice, stop glaring at Claire; you were speaking out of turn, and unless my uncle, cousin, wait… Ben was my aunt's father's brother's son… so that makes him…" Chase shook his head. "Damn, I'm lost."

"Chase!" Felice said.

"Oh, right! Sorry. Think I lost a bit of blood there. He's what, twenty-eight or so? That means he was sixteen when the coup happened? Ben was…  I think twenty-five then? So do you really think Ben was fathering children when he was like… nine?"

Chase stopped a moment to appreciate the blush on Felice's face and noticed Jill was quietly snickering. Obviously, she'd done the math, as well.

"So yeah, I knew. While he's a Morgan, 'cause my—whatever he is, second cousin, I guess?—adopted him, he doesn't have an Imperial interface, can't go to the Tomb, and can't inherit."

"Why'd he adopt him?" Felice asked.

"Well, let's see, maybe because he knew he was going to die and wanted someone to take care of somebody for him?"

"So then he knows…" Jill said, looking up at where they were still patching up Fredrick.

"Yup. Now, can we get me cleaned up, patched up, and back into my flight suit? Feeling a bit of a breeze here."

"What about him?"

"I need to talk to him, and understand, none of you are going to do that."

"Chase…" Felice started.

"I just spared his life because he's family, and I still don't know if he'll talk to me! Do you really think he's going to tell you anything?"

"He's right, Felice," Jill of all people said. "Chase just killed two people to keep from having to kill Fredrick, there, as well as saving his life. Only a Morgan would do that, and you know it."

"You're too damn good at this, you know that?" Felice said in a low voice.

"Hey, it's the role I was born to play!" Chase shot back, and then turned to look at Claire, who started coughing.

"You okay there, hon?"

"Swallowed wrong; I'll be fine."

"Sure you don't want to shower first before putting on that flight suit?"

"I don't want to mess with the nano-bandages before they're done healing me."

"Yeah, that's for the best."

"Now, help me up…"

#

"So, Fred. What happened?"

"I don't know what you're talking about," Fredrick grumbled and looked away.

Chase sighed; they were sitting in the governor's office.

"You know I could've killed you, right?"

"Well, now, that's debatable."

"It's only debatable because once you told me how you ended up in the family, I realized I couldn't kill you."

"Why not?"

"Because, oh, I don't know, this family has got more than enough stupid problems in its history, so I didn't want to add to it? Look at me! Bastard of a bastard who was terrified of what his father might do if he found out, and meanwhile Ben, who's my father's cousin, comes here and has a couple of kids, which I guess makes them my second cousins?" Chase threw his hands up in the air. "Anyway, he has kids. The coup happens, and they obviously used a nuke to kill him and everyone around him, from the size of the damn crater. Am I right?"

"I'm not sure what you're getting at."

"What I'm getting at is, I want to meet my family, all my family, not just you, Fred."

"Fredrick."

"You want me to call you that, you'll stop treating me like a freaking constable," Chase grumbled. "These are my cousins; what in the hell are you so worried about?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"You already copped to it when I was choking you out!"

"I was dizzy and seeing things, obviously hallucinating."

"You keep this up, and I promise you, I'll keep you as the governor!" Chase threatened. "Then you'll never see them again!"

"Sacrifices have to be made."

"And there you go, admitting it again!"

"I didn't admit anything."

Chase growled loudly. Fredrick looked up, surprised.

"Chase?" Claire said.

"Yes?" Chase said, trying to rein in his anger.

"Why don't you go shower and put on some clean clothes, like maybe the stuff Jill and Felice brought down. Have a bite to eat, and relax for a few."

"What about Fred there?" Chase asked.

"Oh, I thought I'd chat with him for a little while."

Chase opened his mouth to protest, then stopped and closed it.

"You won't hurt him, will you?" he asked.

Claire smiled. "No, I won't hurt him. He'll be fine."

"I'm going to hold you to that," Chase said. Getting up he left the room, with his guards following.

The only other person in the room now was Lemuel Sawyer, who was a duke and a member of 1st Flight.

"Lem?" Claire asked.

Nodding, he got up and went to the door, then stopped for a moment, and looked back at Fredrick. "If she starts beating on you, just scream; I'll come in and stop her."

"Wait, what?" Fredrick said, looking at Lemuel, confused. "You're worried about her hurting me, not me hurting her?"

"Chase doesn't want to hurt you because you're family. Claire, there, was raised by her mom, who's a McLane. Trust me; you're not the threat in the room."

Claire sighed as Lemuel closed the door. "I already told Chase I wasn't going to hurt you. Now, Fredrick, you know I'm a duchess, right?"

Fredrick nodded.

"And you know, as a member of the emperor's elite forces, I'm sworn, personally sworn, to the emperor, correct?"

"Ummm, yeah. So?"

"So I've slept with Chase; hell, we live together. He's not a fake, he's not a fraud, he really is Prince Lance's son. If any of the children have an active interface, they'll know it, and he'll know it, too, the moment they touch. That's an Imperial secret, by the way. Don't go sharing it around. So, why don't you want to tell Chase about your stepbrothers?"

"How do I know he's really what he says he is?"

"Because I just told you. Do you think this is something I, a duchess, would lie about? A duchess who took an oath before the emperor himself?"

"Umm, you have to understand, I swore my life. I shouldn't have panicked out there; I should have let him kill me!"

"You know how he knew there were cousins here?"

"Now that you mention it, no, I don't know. How did he…?"

"Okay, I'm going to share another secret, and if you spill this one, I will personally come here and gut you like a fish, understand?"

"Huh?"

"This is important, and I'm only telling you because you're family."

Fredrick blinked a moment, then got it.

"Someone else survived?"

"Chase's aunt, Princess Alexa. She clued Chase in to where your father Ben was spending all his time. She had her suspicions, so she sent him here."

"Why isn't she here?"

"She went through a lot when the coup happened. She nearly died and lost almost half her body. She's suffered a lot, but she's happy now, and she doesn't want to come out of hiding. Also, the Imperial line can only pass through a male heir, not a female one."

"Well, if she's hiding, why can't my brothers keep hiding, as well?"

Claire nodded her head. "Good point. However, Chase seems to be getting a little bit emotional over family. Probably because after his mother died, he no longer had one."

"So you agree with me, then!"

"No, I think you need to take Chase to meet them. He needs to talk with them, and he needs to think about what's going on. But it might be wisest to leave them here, because then the number of people who know about them is limited that way."

"They're just children, Duchess. Young children."

"Seeing as the coup happened eleven years ago, I'm guessing they're eleven and up?"

"Ten and twelve." Fredrick sighed. "My father, Ben, took me in when my parents were killed in a battle. His wife was my cousin, whom he also took in. They hit it off, and, well, suddenly she's pregnant. Ben was worried, but Katerwyn assured him that as long as the child stayed here, no one would ever know.

"They were working on another child when the coup happened. Somehow, my father got word, and he sent his wife—my cousin—his children, and me away in the night, then recruited a local woman to pretend to be his wife in my cousin's place. As I understand it from what we were able to learn later, a team of assassins came to kill him, but he and his men fought them off.

"When they came back the second time, as they were losing, the captain of the ship that brought them launched a nuke and killed everyone, even his own people."

"Why am I not surprised? But why did he even bother hiring a woman to pretend to be his wife?"

"One of his guards was apparently a spy and had been feeding information back to people on Cor Imperii."

"Oh? Which one?"

"I have no idea. He killed all of them before he pulled the swap and swore me to protect my younger brothers."

Claire nodded. "Okay, so now that I know about them, what are we going to do to keep them safe?"

"Not let anyone meet them?"

"Fredrick, Chase is the heir, but there's still a lot of fighting left to be done, and as much as I hate to admit it, since he's proposed marriage to me and I love him, he could die in this war. If that happens, your twelve-year-old brother is the new crown prince."

"I'm not so sure about that, Duchess."

"What would your father have said?" Claire said, frowning at him. "Don't you think he'd want to see the people who killed him and killed his family laid low? To see his family's House restored? To see things set back to right? Your brothers have their duty, just as you do. You have no right to gainsay it, Fredrick."

Claire watched as Fredrick sighed.

"So what are you suggesting?"

"That you take Chase and I to meet them. That the four of us—you, Chase, me, and the eldest, that is—discuss what needs to be done, and what must be done. Twelve is a bit young to activate an interface, but in this case, it may be justified, because he'll need to learn how to use it, if he ever has to go to the Tomb in Chase's place."

"You won't be taking him away from here, will you?" Fredrick said with a frown.

"I'm not sure it would be wise, and as their guardian, your word is important. I do think we should leave a few ships behind, so if they need to flee or go to the Tomb, you won't have to wait for us to come back and get them."

"Do you think the rebels will come here after you leave?"

"As long as we don't spend any more time here than we did elsewhere, no, I doubt it. They seem to have been leaving this place alone, surprisingly."

"We don't really produce anything. Our weapons of war aren't the best tech; very little of what we have here is. Only inside the government diamond will you find any real tech."

"Government diamond?"

"The hundred-square-mile government zone."

"Ah. Which reminds me, what was Governor Harding's issue with you? Or was it with Chase?"

"I've always suspected him of conspiring with the rebels in my father's death. He was a worm back then, but without my father to ride herd on him, or anyone else from my father's House, he became more and more self-important. He knows I'm an adopted son, and I think he knew about the older of my two brothers. He's believed to be the one who told them they got everyone."

"How could that have happened if he wasn't there?"

"The woman my father hired had a two-year-old son she brought with her. He saw her, he saw the baby, then he left, and shortly afterwards, the assassins attacked."

"And you?"

"He was told that I was sent off to join in a fight—my 'first blooding', as our traditions go," Fredrick grumbled. "For a decade now, I've had to listen to him tease me about not being there for my father, and how I obviously wasn't a real Morgan, because I was still alive. Who knows? Maybe he hoped his man would kill Chase in the test? Me stepping up undoubtedly pleased him, because it would get rid of at least one of his problems."

"Do you think he was planning to have Chase killed?"

Fredrick snorted. "Harding? Man was a coward. I was surprised he even tried what he did."

Claire nodded. "So, tomorrow morning, then?"

Fredrick sighed. "Yes, Duchess."

"I have your word?"

Fredrick winced. "Yes, Duchess, you have my word."

Claire smiled at him. "Cheer up, he's only an asshole when he has to be."

"Ain't we all…"


ESC Astra Mess

Forseti City Spaceport, Magni

Chase had grabbed his mech, flown back to the Astra—which was now at the one and only spaceport on the planet—and hit the showers there. He'd told Artemis to order him a new spacesuit, as he had no idea where his had gone. Same for his undersuit and carbine.

That done, he hit the mess and shoveled down the food. He was tired, and he was definitely grumpy. The mess was empty, but one of the cooks had been more than happy to heat up a bunch of leftovers and dump them on his plate.

"Chase," Felice said, sitting down across from him.

He grunted and kept eating.

"Can you at least stop for a moment?"

"Felice, a lot of that blood on the floor was mine. Also, the nanites that stitched me up and healed me used my body's resources, as they have none of their own. I need to eat before I pass out."

Chase went back to eating.

"Oh. What did you learn from questioning Fredrick?"

"That he's a stubborn idiot, not unlike someone else you know," Chase mumbled between bites.

Felice sighed. "I was afraid of that. I guess I'll have to turn him over to Jill."

"No."

"Chase! He has vital information!"

Chase stopped, put down his fork, reached across the table, and put his hand on Felice's arm.

"Felice, he is a member of House Morgan, and by law, a Morgan. He may not have an interface, he may not be in line to rule, but he's still an Imperial house member, and you will not do that to him."

"Chase, what choice do we have?"

"Better ones, I'm sure. I left him with Claire. She's a duchess; she's got a lot more rights and leeway in this situation than you do."

"Oh? And how do you know that?"

"I asked Artemis. You might want to talk to him, too, before you do anything we'll all regret," Chase said and, picking up his fork, he went back to shoveling it in. "Understand," he said between bites, "if you grab him, his people will hide what we're looking for." He paused to swallow. "We'll also draw a lot of attention we'd rather not."

"Dammit."

"How do you think I feel?" Chase asked as he stopped to take a long drink of water.

Felice paused and waited until he was finished drinking.

"How do you feel?"

"Frustrated," Chase grumbled. "Those kids are important, and I want to make sure they're safe and protected. While I'm even more positive we're going to find more survivors, that doesn't mean I want to risk any of them."

"You don't want to risk them?" Felice said with a raised eyebrow. "Honestly, I'm surprised, Chase. I didn't think you'd want us to find anyone. I don't think any of us expected you to act like this."

"Felice, I'm the crown prince. How the hell else am I supposed to act?"

She stopped and stared at him. She could hear it in his voice; he really was committed.

"Have you given any thought to what happens next?" she asked in a lower voice.

"Some. We can't put a child forward as the face of this battle. I also have no idea if there's any kind of age limit when it comes to the Tomb. Someone needs to ask Artemis about that, I guess."

Chase sighed and shook his head. "Right now, I just want to eat and take a nap. I'm sure I'm going to have to make some kind of a speech about why I killed Harding, and why Fredrick is now in charge—though that part should be easy."

"Why's that?"

"He's a Morgan, I'm a Morgan, who else can I trust?"

"But he's adopted."

"Which means he was trusted and respected by his father, which are more points in his favor."

"You really do understand people. I can't argue with that. I don't even want to try."

"I'm sorry for Claire shutting you down like that. Just don't hold it against her. We're a team. We work well together. We understand each other and the job."

"Still, you're in the military, Chase, there are certain—"

Chase held up his hand, stopping her.

"Felice, we're nobles. I've had that explained to me so many times, even by Artemis, that I get it at its most fundamental level. We trump you, but only when it comes to the people, the basic governing rules, and matters of the Houses. Of politics. When you started to say something, you were intruding into a matter that only dukes, duchesses, and Imperials have a right to discuss. And—" he paused to take another drink of water, hand still up "—before you complain, people are killed over these things, Felice. It's deadly serious, and a lot of nobles have no sense of humor about it at all.

"That's why I'm so committed. You see, I don't really have much of a choice, not because of anything you or your husband did, but because anything else would be rejecting who and what I am."

"But you didn't grow up with any of this, Chase."

"Sometimes I think it's in our blood," he said, shaking his head.

"Yup, there's no escaping destiny," Claire said, dropping down into the seat next to Chase and giving him a kiss.

"Did you have any success?" Felice asked.

"Yup. Tomorrow morning, Chase and I are going to meet Prince Benjamin's two sons. They're twelve and ten."

"Finally," Felice said with a heavy sigh. "When can the rest of us meet them?"

"We haven't decided that yet."

"What?" Felice asked, frowning.

"We have to discuss that with Fred and their mother, if she's still alive." Clair swore, "Damn, I forgot to find out if she's still alive."

"Claire! This is important! We need to meet them!"

"Felice, they're still children. After Chase and I have met them, and after Artemis has evaluated them, we'll discuss it with Fleet Captain Witner. Not before."

"Just don't tell anyone other than Ken or Jill," Claire continued. "No one else gets to know."

"What? Why?"

"Because this is an even bigger secret than the other one, okay?" Claire replied in a soft voice. "Right now, we know, us three. My flight may know, and the rest of my squadron suspects. Chase's Marine guards know—well, the eight who came with us today. I don't want to spread it beyond that. At least my squadron are all nobles, so they'll keep their mouths shut."

"You're not killing my guards, Claire," Chase warned.

"I was thinking more along the lines of making them the personal bodyguards of your two cousins," Claire replied. "We already know they're trustworthy."

Chase nodded, pushed his tray away, leaned back, and carefully stretched, yawning.

"I'm gonna take Chase here to bed. Go fill in Ken, Felice, and Jill as well. Chase can address the planet or whomever in the evening to make whatever announcements need to be made."

Felice nodded. "Ken's going to be happy this all finally paid off."

"Oh, we're a long way from the payoff," Claire replied, getting up and helping a yawning Chase to his feet. "However, we're definitely on the road."

Felice nodded and watched as Claire and Chase left the mess. They had an easy way about them that spoke volumes to anyone watching. Chase hadn't been lying when he'd said they were a team. Ken hadn't been mistaken when he told her that he thought Chase was committed, either.

She was even starting to suspect that she was about to lose the wager she'd made with Claire back on Portlandia.

For the first time in a long time, she had something she hadn't had since they'd all come out of suspend: Hope.

#

"So how are we doing this?" Chase asked Claire the next morning.

"We'll take our mechs, meet Fredrick, and then follow him there."

"Why do you want to take our mechs?"

"Because I want Artemis to check the boys and determine what level of interface they have, to be sure they are, in fact, Imperials."

"Artemis?"

"Yes, Prince Chase?"

"Can you do that without activating their interfaces?"

"Of course! As you may recall, I did it with you. Duchess Claire, are you thinking of activating either of their interfaces?"

"Maybe the twelve-year-old son, if it seems like he can handle it. Which is another reason to bring Chase's mech. I'm not sure the interface gear in a regular Marauder is sufficient to the task."

"Any Marauder-class mech made for a noble would be able to handle activating an interface. However, to access an interface before activating takes the one in an Imperial."

"Okay. But if we take the mechs, the folks aboard Wolfhound Base or any of the ships in orbit will be able to track us," Chase said.

"Not if you order them not to," Claire said with a smile. "Artemis, Chase can do that, right, order you not to track us, as well as not to allow any of the ships in orbit to track us?"

"I'd advise you to engage your suits' stealth abilities, but yes, Prince Chase can order that."

"If I do that," Chase said, "they're going to know something's up with me."

"Ummm…" Claire looked thoughtful for a moment. "Artemis, do you recognize Fredrick as a Morgan?"

"Now that I know he was adopted by Prince Benjamin, yes, I do."

"If he gave you the order so as to not reveal the location of Prince Ben's children, would you follow it?"

"Yes, I would. He has enough authority to make such an order, as he would be doing it to protect other Imperials."

"There you go," Claire said to Chase. "Tell Artemis to do it, and just have him tell them Fredrick ordered it."

"Better yet, how about I have Fred talk to Artemis and order it?" Chase said.

"Why?"

"Because I don't like asking Artemis to lie to cover for me if I don't have to. Also, I want Fredrick to get to know Artemis, and vice versa."

"Fair enough," Claire replied.

"Thank you, Chase. I do appreciate it," Artemis added.

"Now, let's get going," Claire said, giving Chase a pat on the butt as she herded him towards the hatch out of their quarters.

"You just want me for my butt," Chase mock complained.

"It is your best feature!" Claire replied with a giggle.

Two hours later, they landed in the mountains. Fredrick had been a bit shocked at learning about Artemis, but he gave the order once Claire explained it to him. Chase noticed, while Fredrick still seemed unsure about him, he seemed to have less qualms about Claire. Then again, he knew Claire was a duchess, even if he was still having issues believing Chase was a prince. A side effect of all the propaganda from Neill's people, Chase was sure.

Kneeling their mechs and getting out of them, they walked over to Fredrick's transport, followed him down a path, and into fairly nondescript house, bypassing a much larger and fancier one.

"Kate! I'm home!" Fredrick called as soon as they stepped inside.

"Fred! It's good to see you again!"

Chase watched as a lovely woman, probably around Fredrick's age, entered the room, went up to him, and gave him a hug.

"Who are these two you've brought to visit?"

"This is Duchess Claire McLane Geniene," Fredrick said, presenting her first.

When Katerwyn turned to Chase, he didn't miss that her eyes went straight to the crest on his chest and widened a little.

"And this is Prince Chase Collisward Morgan. Benjamin was his first cousin, once removed."

"Well, Your Royal Highness," Katerwyn said and curtseyed to Chase.

"You're family; you don't curtsy in private," Chase said and gave her a hug, surprising her, "and probably not in public, either, if I have anything to say about it."

"So, why are you here?" she asked, looking up at him. She barely came up to his chin.

"I want to meet your sons and evaluate their interfaces. Then I think we need to sit down and discuss the situation we find ourselves in, as well as your sons' futures."

"Ben told me, more than once," she said, giving Chase a wary look, "that his uncle wouldn't appreciate him having a family without permission."

Chase nodded and sighed. "I'm a bastard. Prince Lance, who I'm sure you'll recall was also a bastard, was my father. I was hidden away, and after my mother died, or was murdered—we don't know—I had a hard life. Right now, with the exception of my aunt, all the Morgans that I know still exist are here in this building. There are so few of us left that I have no desire to lower the numbers."

Chase shrugged. "I think I'm also going to lay down a few rules for our descendants on how to treat unexpected children. I mean, I understand the politics of the situation; on the other hand, I lived it. We need to do better."

"Come, then. I'll introduce you to the two of them."

Chase followed Katerwyn out of the foyer and deeper inside the house.

"Michael! Scott! I have someone you need to meet!" she called out, and a moment later, two boys came into the room and slid to a halt before them. They were both brunettes, like he was. The older of the two was almost a head taller than his younger brother, and they resembled their father. Chase had seen pictures of Benjamin before coming out here today.

"Now, this here is Michael; he's the oldest. Michael, this is Chase; he's your second cousin."

Michael stepped forward and stuck out his hand.

"I'm pleased to meet—" Chase paused as he took Michael's hand. He could feel it; it wasn't strong, but he could feel a little of what he'd felt with his aunt. "—you."

"What's that?" Michael said, looking at his hand as Chase let go.

"It means you're my cousin and your father's son. It means you're a Morgan, Michael."

"I wanna see!" Scott yelled.

"Scott, this is your cousin Chase," Katerwyn said, and Chase shook hands. The same feeling was there, as well.

"Wow! That's like when I touch Mike, or he touches me!"

"Scott, Michael?" Chase said, drawing both their attention.

"What?" they both said, eyeing him a little suspiciously.

"We don't tell anyone about that. It's a family secret, okay?"

"How come I don't feel it with Mom or Fred?" Michael asked.

"Genetics," Chase replied.

"What's that mean?"

"That it's complicated, but you'll learn," Fredrick said, then turned to Chase. "My apologies for doubting you."

"It's fine. Now, Michael, Scott, how about we get some lunch, and you can tell me all about yourselves?" Chase asked with a smile. "Then after that, if you want, we can go check out my mech."

"You have a mech?" Michael said, looking impressed.

"Yup, and once Claire here thinks you're old enough, you'll have one, too."

"What about me?" Scott asked. "Do I get one, too?"

"Once you're old enough, yes."

"Oh! That'll be fun!" Scott said excitedly.

"Umm, can we see it first? Then maybe have lunch?" Michael asked.

"Might as well," Katerwyn said with a sigh, then looked at Chase. "It's going to take them hours to wind down, especially Scott."

Chase laughed. "I don't mind. I don't mind one bit."

#

Chase and Claire walked into the captain's dayroom. The captain was there, as was the rest of the command team. Chase had hoped to keep it small; it wasn't that he didn't trust Keene, Kerry, or George, he'd just wanted less of a fight over what he knew was coming next.

"So, Chase, Claire, what did you learn?" Captain Witner asked as soon as they sat down.

"Prince Benjamin had a wife and three sons. The oldest is Fredrick, whom he adopted. He learned about the coup from his sources; I guess he had a link to the System FTL Radio," Chase began. "He was also given reason to suspect that at least one of his Imperial bodyguards was a traitor. So he killed all of them."

Chase noticed a few surprised expressions. "They knew where he was, and they knew he had a wife, even though that was a dearly held secret, so Emperor Charles wouldn't find out about it and possibly do…" Chase sighed. "Ben was worried about his kids and wife getting executed, since the whole Bastard Prince Lance thing sent a lot of shockwaves through the family.

"Now, Ben knew they were aware of his wife and oldest child, as well as his adopted one, so he sent Fredrick 'off to war' to 'earn his spurs' or some such tradition. In truth, Fredrick smuggled out his wife, who was pregnant, and his oldest biological son to safety. Ben then hired a local young mother to pretend to be his wife, and her child to pretend to be his child. The late Governor Harding paid an unexpected visit. He saw that they were all there, and right after he left, assassins struck. They all died or were repulsed. According to Fredrick, Ben's estates were well defended and fortified.

"When the next attack came, and it looked like they were losing again, a ship in orbit nuked the place, killing everyone in the estate and the nearby town. They had Harding's word that his whole family was there, and they left."

"And his two sons?" Jill asked.

"They both have interfaces, though neither one has been activated yet. Artemis can confirm that, as we used the halo unit in my mech to examine both of them."

"Why'd you use your mech?" George asked.

"Imperial mechs have a direct connection to Artemis," Claire interjected, "so their interfaces have a wider bandwidth than normal."

"Good, good," Witner said, nodding. "So when are we bringing them up here?"

Chase closed his eyes. "We're not."

The reaction was everything he could've expected, as several people started talking, and a couple of them castigated him at once. The only voice he didn't hear was Captain Witner's. So opening his eyes, he looked at Witner, who genuinely looked angry, and he was looking at Chase.

"Quiet!" Witner said in his command voice, and the others shut up.

"Chase, explain yourself," Witner said harshly.

"What purpose is served by having them here?"

"What purpose? They're our legitimacy! They give us the legal and moral right to carry on! Chase, you're not a prince! They are! We need them!"

"I'm well aware of all of that, Captain, but why do they need to be HERE?" Chase slammed his hand down on the table and stood up suddenly, shooting the chair out from under him. "They're safe down there. Only we know where they are! You don't need them here!"

"Chase!" Witner said hotly. "Sit down! That's an order!"

"No, dammit, because you need to listen to me! Ask Claire—hell, ask Commander Keene, there! We have our heirs; we have our legitimacy! What purpose is served by letting everyone else know? Other than to give Neill and his bastards more targets?

"They're kids! They're untrained! You bring them up here, and who knows who or what they'll fall prey to! Hell, you've seen how several of the noble women have chased after me! What do you think would happen to two young boys?"

Chase glared right back at the captain. "Further, if Neill finds out about them, they'll know I'm a fake! What would that do to our 'legitimacy'? Our 'right'? You'll be handing them a huge propaganda victory on top of giving them two defenseless targets!"

"You're just worried about losing your place at the top!" Jill retorted.

"This isn't about me, it's about protecting them! Don't you get it? They're staying here, and as their mother, who's a Morgan, and their elder brother and guardian, who's also a Morgan, want them here, they're staying."

"But wouldn't it be safer for them to be here, with us, instead of down there on the planet?" Felice asked.

"Artemis, does Chase have a valid argument?" Witner asked.

"I'm afraid so, Captain. Especially as their mother, Katerwyn Morgan, and guardian, Fredrick Morgan, are quite opposed to them leaving. They're willing to allow the elder son, Michael, to leave if necessary, but not until then. They've both made it quite clear that they wish Chase to continue in his current role."

"I'm concerned about their safety, as well, Artemis."

"Captain, it's been suggested that one of the flights from my squadron, a platoon of Marine bodyguards, and several fighting ships stay behind," Claire said. "That would allow the princes to begin training, and if necessary, they could be evacuated quickly."

"On what grounds would we be leaving ships behind?" Jill asked with a thoughtful look. "People will ask. We'll need an answer."

"Invasion troops," George said. "We're recruiting troops for the invasion of Cor Imperii, as well as other planets."

"Isn't that what our Marines are for?"

"We don't have enough of them for an actual invasion. We need infantry troops and such. Well, guess what they have a lot of here on Magni? It also provides even more cover for why we're here—to get experienced troops. Which we're going to need anyway, so why not? We can leave a whole cadre here, along with an assault carrier, and everything. With all that going on, nobody's gonna notice a few extra ships or mechs flying around."

Chase stood there, looking around the table. Jill and Felice were thinking about it. Captain Witner looked pissed, and Chase couldn't really blame him. Crossman was doing something with his tablet, probably working the numbers on his suggestion.

"Captain?" Commander Keene said.

"Yes?"

"Chase is right. As a noble, I agree that bringing our two sole legitimate heirs to the Morgan Empire and the Morgan House aboard Wolfhound Base would increase the risk they face, without any increase in benefit. Even if we only brought the oldest boy, people would still suspect there were more where he came from. As a noble, I agree with Chase that the two sons need to stay where they are."

"What's your opinion as an officer?"

"The same, but more for risk mitigation. If we lose Chase, well, we've got our martyr, and we still have our ace in the hole. In either case, we continue with our plan to take the planets between here and the Tomb. Once we get to the Tomb, we have our heir meet us there. We get our resupply, regain control over the Tomb, and everyone sees we still have a legitimate heir."

"And what happens if Chase is still here?" Felice asked, surprising Chase.

"I take him down and make sure he gets there unmolested," Chase said with a shrug.

"And tell everyone what? That you got beaten out by a twelve-year-old?"

"No, I tell them I felt I wouldn't be a good emperor because I was raised on the streets and not as a noble who'd one day rule an empire. That's part of the training I want these boys to get, how to rule. They're going to be running everything, or at least Michael will."

"So who are you going to have train them?" Witner asked.

"Isn't it obvious? Claire."

"WAIT, WHAT!" Claire yelled, jumping up and getting in his face.

"Claire, who else can I trust?" Chase whispered back. That stopped her, which was good, because she'd already drawn back her right hand and made a fist to punch him.

"Bastard," she hissed.

"I trust you, just remember that."

"Sit, both of you, or I swear I'll have someone come in here and tie the two of you to your seats." Witner sighed, shaking his head.

Claire stomped on Chase's foot, making him grimace, and sat back down. Chase got his chair and sat down next to her.

"I need to think about this," Witner said. "You're all dismissed. Jill, stay a minute."

Captain Witner sat and watched as they all left. Claire smacked Chase in the back of the head as soon as they stepped out of his dayroom, causing him to snort.

"Yes, Captain?" Jill asked.

"What do you think?"

"I think Chase is right. Nobody knows but us; he's been careful about limiting who knows down on the surface. I get the feeling this was his plan all along, to keep them out of the line of fire."

"Then why did you accuse him of wanting to continue to pretend at being a prince?"

"Because I wanted all of you to see what he'd say? Something's going on with Chase, and what, exactly, I'm not quite sure. But I trust him on this. We don't really need the princes here, because we have him as the face of the revolution, as he's fond of saying. I mean, we've seen him deal with people; do you think a twelve year old could do that?"

"I see your point."

"So Chase gets to carry on, acting as a prince, even after we have a new emperor, handling the hard jobs for him?" Felice said thoughtfully. "For him, it would be the best of both worlds. He continues to act as a prince, and get the perks of being a prince, even though he's not really a prince.

"But what happens when the emperor doesn't need him as a prince anymore?"

Jill shrugged. "I'd guess he retires to a life of fortune and fame with Claire and has a family? Assuming he lives that long, of course."

"You think our new emperor will get rid of him?"

"I guess it's possible, but someone's going to have to lead the emperor's armies, and who better than Chase? Chase could still end up dying a hero, doing his duty."

"That would explain why he was so excited to find these two, and also why he's so defensive of them," Witner said thoughtfully. "They're the key to the kind of life he wants to live, as a soldier and a leader. He needs Michael to become the emperor so he can fight for him. He's said in the past that he'd like to go to through training to become an actual officer."

"He has?"

Captain Witner and Felice both nodded.

"He's also said more than once how much he likes it here," Felice added. "Which explains why he's so willing to get in your face about this, Ken."

Witner nodded. "He's trying to protect the life he's come to love, and that means protecting the Morgans at all costs."

"It does seem to fit," Jill agreed.

"What do you think, Artemis?"

"Captain, I think I must agree that Chase is very much dedicated to the idea of protecting House Morgan at all costs, up to and including his life."

"Now we just have to hope Claire doesn't kill him," Felice said with a chuckle.

#

"How dare you volunteer me for this?" Claire all but screamed at him when they got to the tram station. Chase flashed back to the first time they'd been here together and had taken turns punching each other.

This wasn't any better.

Unsurprisingly, everyone had decided to be somewhere else.

"What was I supposed to do?" Chase said, turning to face Claire, holding his hands up.

"You could have asked me first!"

"And you would have said no!"

"Damn right, I would have!"

"And I would still have ordered you to go!"

She took a swing at him, but it wasn't a serious attempt, so he just stepped out of the way.

"Claire, this is my family," he hissed, keeping his voice low. "You're the only person I can trust their lives with!"

"That doesn't matter!"

"Yes, it does matter! It matters a lot! It matters more than anything else! Also, who the hell else is going to teach Michael how to fight?"

"Anybody can do that!"

"That's bullshit, and you know it! We're the two best fighters on this rock, and you're a lot better at teaching than I am! He needs to learn from the best, and like it or not, that's you!"

"Damn you, Chase!" she growled, and this time, she hit him, and hit him hard, and suddenly he was in a fight where he couldn't hit back, and she knew it. All he could do was block, redirect, and dodge. With a lot of people, that would've been enough, but with Claire, it wasn't, and he was taking hits. At least he wasn't getting hit too hard, but still, it hurt.

When the tram came, she didn't let up, they just took the fight into the tram, and the other passengers quickly got out of the way. Thankfully, there weren't many.

Claire didn't stop beating on him all the way back to her place, where she had to stop to open the door.

"Let's go to bed," he said as soon as it opened.

"Chase!" she growled.

"Neither one of us knows when we'll see each other again, or even if. This is not how I want to spend our last few nights together! Do you?"

"If you weren't sending me away, it wouldn't be!"

"Okay, then, who can we send?"

Claire was silent for a minute, then swore. "Dammit! It's not fair!"

"Yeah, I know it's not. But if we don't make sure those kids are taken care of, what happens to them next won't be fair, either! And it'll be our fault. Yours and mine! Everyone in my family got screwed over. I'm sure everyone in your family is in the same circumstances. Here are two fairly innocent kids everyone in the universe either wants to kill or to use. We're it, you and me, and I gotta go be a prince, so please do this for me? Please?"

"You damn well better call for me when you go to the Tomb, because you're definitely going to marry my ass the moment you're finished there." Claire sniffed and threw her arms around him.

"Deal," Chase replied and kissed her.

"Now, take me to bed, you idiot."

Sweeping her up into his arms, he did just that.


ESS Pooka, Intelligence Suite

Somewhere outside of Castille

Lieutenant JG Hank Combs was sitting at one of the consoles, reading over the reports their two infiltrators, 'One' and 'Two', had just uploaded to the stealthed intel satellites in orbit. Infiltrators and other such assets could only upload data to the sats, but stealth intelligence boats like the Pooka could download them, and even erase their data loads. Hank wasn't erasing anything, however; he'd become curious as to what they were up to, and having realized that One and Two had hooked up with the local resistance, he'd sat down with Ensign Lacey McCree and Chief Greg LaComb and started discussing just how they could help.

So he'd made a command decision, taken over their tasking queue in the satellite, and included that decision in his reports. So far, no one back at Wolfhound Base had gainsaid his decision.

"Okay, Two's reporting that Rhodes found the information we had that young woman we're blackmailing in the secretarial pool plant," Hank said to Lacey and Greg. "Undersecretary Peacock was hauled out of his office six hours later, and they've been digging through all his personal effects, bank accounts, office, and his home."

"I've got a confirmation from Commissioner Banks," Lacey said, looking up from her display. "They've found a lot of damning evidence of his betrayal. Greg's idea about changing the dates on those deposits to his bank account, along with the 'deleted' messages we hid in his account, definitely did the trick."

"What are Rhodes' bosses saying about him?" Hank asked.

"They're impressed by his thoroughness. Some are a little unhappy that he investigated as much as he did, but he was discrete, ignored the things that 'needed to be ignored'—"

"Like how the officers have turned the secretaries into their own personal game preserve," Hank interjected.

"—exactly," Lacey continued. "He's ignoring the things the powerful do, obviously accepting their behavior as them just doing things that they're now entitled to. He was only looking for evidence that clearly showed someone was a traitor, such as Peacock obviously was. Otherwise, he's doing his job, covering for his fellow officers when they're engaging their secretaries, and keeping his seniors informed on which security protocols need upgrading, and which equipment needs work."

"So they like him, then?"

"Very much. He's about to be promoted so he can get his twenty, and there's even some discussion about putting him in a more senior position to reward him for finding the traitor in their midst, as well as to protect him from possible retaliation from any of the other undersecretaries, who are all now uncomfortable that one of them was taken down by an old Navy lieutenant."

"I guess that means we need to pay attention to the undersecretaries again?"

"Well, Patten had a lot of information and material on all of them; shame to let it go to waste, right?" Lacey replied, grinning.

"True. We need to take the one we've got the most on and use him to torpedo the rest."

"I'd think he'd be the first we'd want to sink?"

Hank shook his head. "He's the one we have the most control over. We tell him we want to promote his career, so he's more useful to us. He'll like that idea. Of course, he'll have to climb over the bodies of a lot of his friends and coworkers to do that, but such is the price of power, right?"

"We're going to set him up for the unsuspected but inevitable betrayal, right?"

Hank laughed. "Sure, why not? But we don't want him to see it coming."

"We need to talk it over with Greg, see if he has any ideas. What are we going to do about PO Macy?"

Hank shrugged. "I'm not sure we need to do anything. His connections to the criminal underworld are proving helpful."

"I'm worried that when it comes time to leave, he might not want to go."

Hank thought about that a moment. Macy was living well—one could almost say large.

"He's definitely in his element," Hank agreed. "I think I'll have Greg take him aside and talk to him."

"And tell him what?"

"That he can stay if he wants? We can set him up with one of those infiltrator rigs, he can give us reports, and when we need something done, we give him his orders."

"You think he'd go for that?"

"Sure. Because we'll not only be there to pull him out if he needs it, he'll get a pardon when it's all over because he was working for the emperor."

Lacey shook her head. "That seems… I don't know, almost dishonest."

"Hey, I'm going to use that as the excuse for the two of us getting married," Hank said with a laugh.

"Oh, so I'm part of the mission now, am I?" Lacey teased.

"The best part!"

"And don't you forget it!"

#

Jericho was sitting in his new office, with his new secretary, who was currently sitting in his lap and showing him how much she appreciated her new boss.

"Umm, you know I'm married, Jenny?"

"So? Why should that matter? All the other officers are sleeping with their secretaries."

"Maybe I'm just a bit old fashioned, as well as just old. There are a lot of young bucks out there a lot more handsome than I am, Jenny."

"Nonsense!" she said and got even more comfortable in his lap as she kissed him. "You're a distinguished lieutenant commander who's very much going places! Why would I want anyone else?"

Jericho sighed, put his arms around her, and gave her a hug.

"We really need to get some work done. Also, someone could walk in here. I'd rather not be caught doing something I shouldn't."

"Who says you shouldn't?" Jenny said with a wicked smile. "Besides, I locked the door. Not that anyone will try to come in! It's traditional for an officer to spend a few hours breaking in a new secretary."

And with that, she started to strip off her clothes.

"Jenny!"

"What, Jeri? Don't you liiiike me?" she all but purred. She could tell he liked her; she was sitting in his lap, after all, and had definitely gotten a rise out of him.

Jericho sighed and put his hands on her arms, making her pause.

"Jenny, you're beautiful. You're sweet, and yes, I very much like you. But I'm married, and honestly, the only way I'm going to risk coming home smelling of another woman is if my wife tells me she's fine with it, and I'm not sure she'd ever do that. I'm not sure I even want to ask."

He noticed a brief look of panic flick across Jenny's face. Then she started to rub her body into his.

"She doesn't have to know," Jenny whispered in his ear.

"Jenny, be honest with me. Why is it so important that we have sex here and now?"

"Ummm…"

"Be honest with me here, Jen. Will you get in trouble with your bosses if we don't?"

"Would that change anything?"

"So you are being told to sleep with me?"

Jenny sighed and shook her head. "No, I'm not being told, but it's expected."

"You mentioned that before," he told her. "What happens if we don't?"

She shivered in his lap. "What happens is, a lot of the other officers will think I'm fair game, if you're not using me."

"You mean they'll make you sleep with them."

She nodded.

"But if I'm 'using' you, they won't?"

She shook her head vehemently. "No! The younger officers would be too afraid, and sleeping with another man's secretary without his permission is a huge insult, because it violates the rules. We're property. Down in the secretarial pool, we're all party girls. Once we get picked as someone's private secretary, well, then we belong to that officer.

"That's just how it is."

Sighing, Jericho pulled her close and kissed her on the side of the head.

"How about we just sit here for a while and enjoy some private time? You can tell everyone that I screwed your brains out, and I'll tell everyone how much I love my new secretary?"

"You'd do that? For me?" Jenny whispered in his ear.

"Yes, Jenny, I will. You just told me you belong to me, so it wouldn't be right if I didn't protect you, okay?"

She pulled herself into him tightly, and he felt dampness on the side of his neck.

"Thank you, Jericho," she all but sobbed.

"You're welcome, and call me Jerry; after all, we're lovers now, right?"

She nodded and cried quietly while sitting in his lap as he held her. He could just imagine the conversation he'd be having with Lucy tonight. She'd dropped a few hints that made it clear she knew what was coming. He wondered if she'd castigate him for not taking advantage of Jenny. Lucy could be practical like that, probably due to her years of working as an intelligence agent.

But he wasn't sure he could. Using people just made him feel cold. He hadn't been all that happy with setting up that Peacock guy to take the fall, but he'd heard stories about him from some of the secretaries. He was a very abusive man, and the secretaries all loathed him. So he'd been the obvious choice when the time had come to make one.

He wasn't here to change the world. He was here to provide his emperor's people with intelligence for when they finally attacked Cor Imperii and killed Neill and the other rebels. He couldn't do anything to put an end to the abuse going on around him, but at least he didn't have to take part in it. He couldn't save everybody, but at least he could save one.

#

"So I heard they launched the 2nd Fleet?" Christine, Neill's second ex-wife, asked him as he joined her out on the porch of her estate.

"Yes." Neill nodded. "Turns out Tompson's idea was a good one, and Ryan's people were able to make it work."

"And what are they going to do? I'm guessing we're not going to have a repeat of what happened with 3rd Fleet?"

"No, not at all. They're jumping to a location that's on the edge of Hoor's system. They'll drive right through, without slowing down, launch all their missiles and ground bombs as they go past, and continue out the other side until they can jump out."

"And this will work, why?"

"We know when they took Nocturne. Typically, they spend ten days at each place they take. Then they went to Magni—they have to, for various reasons, to keep it from being obvious that their prince is a fake, but their actual goal is Hoor, where they hope to find a real one."

"Will they? Find a real one on Hoor, that is."

Neill shook his head. "We went over Hoor very carefully. Scoured it would be the best description, because it was the most obvious place for someone to hide. Well, apparently any Imperials left alive felt the same way, because we didn't find a single trace of them. That, or they don't like the cold."

"Ah. So, they're at Magni?"

"Yes, we have very good assets at Magni, so we knew when they showed up. They won't stay there any longer than they have to, because it's a farce, and we know it. Figure six days, maybe eight, then on to Hoor, which is a two-week flight. It'll take them a few days to pacify it, but they'll be there at least a couple of weeks to see if they can find somebody."

"And 2nd Fleet?"

"They left as soon as the Wolfhounds hit Magni. It's four weeks from here to Hoor, and according to our projections, they'll be in Hoor three weeks from now."

"And they'll just pass right through, attacking everything."

"Exactly."

"Won't they be able to engage 2nd Fleet as they pass?"

"Oh, I'm sure we'll lose some of the frigates and destroyers, they'll be working as missile screens for the rest of the fleet, but they're expendable. The problem for the Wolfhounds will be the sheer volume of munitions heading their way. They think there's a prince down there somewhere, so they're going to have to defend the planet."

"I'm sure the people on Hoor aren't going to appreciate your Navy doing this, Phillip."

"We'll blame it on the Wolfhounds; they'll buy it, I'm sure."

"And any who don't will disappear."

"Of course."

"Well, it sounds smart, and until they can get a prince—well, they can't resupply."

"Exactly. We can damage their ships, and they can't capture any of ours."

"Now what's this I hear about a shakeup in Homeland?"

"Apparently our analysts discovered a mole, the one that allowed those broadcasts to take place."

"Why'd he do a thing like that?"

"For money and power; why do they ever do anything? I had him shot in front of the entire staff of our broadcast facilities so they'd see that sooner or later, we'll catch and punish traitors."

"Just a simple shooting?" Christine asked with a smirk.

"Well, we strangled his wife and children first so he could watch them die. He was quite upset. Kept protesting his innocence right up until he died."

"They always do, don't they?"

"Yes, they do. You know the old saying: The prisons are full of innocent men."

Christine laughed. "Yes, funny how that goes. So, what brings you here today, Phillip?"

"Mostly, I wanted to spend time with Jacob. His birthday is less than two months away, so I thought maybe it's time to take him into work once a week. Let people get used to seeing him."

"And let him get used to what goes on there?"

Neill nodded. "I've started a whisper campaign that Jacob's mother was an Imperial princess I was having an affair with, and that they murdered her, but I was able to save my son. Which is why I've kept him secret for so long."

"Well, it's more or less true. Charles would've killed her if that had happened."

"And everyone knows it," Neill agreed. "I've even had a few people go back and adjust a few events in the records to help with the story."

"With all the scandals that girl was involved in, I'm surprised Charles didn't have her killed. Especially after the whole bastard incident with his son, Lance."

Christine looked thoughtful for a moment.

"So, you're not thinking of sending your son in soon, are you?"

"I'm thinking when he turns fourteen, I'll send him out."

"Are you that worried about ships, AI parts, and the other spares?"

"This war is eating them up faster than I'd planned. The moment we look weak, the jackals will start picking away at the edges. I need to make sure we have the ability to keep them from getting too close."

"Is that all?"

Neill shook his head. "I'm worried that sooner or later, they're going to turn up a Morgan we missed. My analysts seem to think, after Hoor, they're going to move back to the outer planets. They have to be getting resource weak themselves, so they're not going to be looking for any fleet engagements. It's taken them almost nine months to take seven systems, all but one of which was barely defended. There's eleven more out there, and six of those we don't even care about anymore. So my analysts are estimating at least a year until they've got most of that sewn up, assuming they can last that long."

"Unless they find a prince, right?"

"Right. So I need to prepare Jacob, just in case."

"How will you know when they've found one?"

"That worries me, I'll admit. I don't think they'll be able to keep it quiet that they've found a survivor. That kind of event would be something to celebrate, I'd think. But even if they do, I've had all my intelligence agents set up a keyword that, if sent in any message to one of our drops, will notify me of the event."

"Assuming they can still send messages."

"Well, they haven't shut down the FTL radio sites in the systems they've taken, and we're still getting some intelligence. They haven't caught all our spies."

Christine conceded the point. Phillip was good at covering his bases; that was one of the reasons she'd decided to support him and join his side.

"Come," she said, standing, "let's go see Jacob. Oh, have you given any thought to breeding your current woman?"

Neill laughed. "You really don't like her, do you?"

"She's like a dog, Phillip. Well, perhaps that's unfair to the dog; they tend to be smarter."

"Yes, I've decided to take your advice to heart. We've started on the first of several daughters."

"Well, considering Jennifer's looks, they'll serve you well when they come of age, and you or Jacob need to barter them away for support."

She led him into a room inside the estate house where Jacob was sitting patiently, as he was being taught his daily lesson.

"Excuse us, Penelope," Christine said to the teacher. "Jacob! Your father's here to see you!"

"Dad!" Jacob said, bounding out of the chair and over to his father.

"Hello, Jacob! I was hoping we could go for a walk, and perhaps even a trip into town?"

"Can I, Mom?" he asked, turning to Christine.

"Of course you can, my dear."

"Thanks, Mom!"

"Come along, Jacob," Neill said and led Jacob outside. "How goes your studies?"

"Some of them are boring, but I like some of the history lessons! Especially the ones about how you put down those evil rebels and took over for the Morgans. Though to be honest, they don't sound much better."

"No, no they weren't, Jacob. That's why they fell so easily; they were only interested in themselves, and the people hated them. No one could've raised as big an army against them if they hadn't been hated."

"Well, you showed them and the rebels, didn't you, Dad?"

Neill laughed. "Yes, I sure did. You know, how'd you like to start coming in to work with me, say once a week?"

"I can?" Jacob asked, eyes wide.

"Of course you can! One day, all this is going to belong to you, Jacob. Might as well get used to seeing it."

"Wow! Thanks, Dad!"


Nobles' and Officers' Mess

Wolfhound Base, in Transit

Chase sat at the table and tried to keep smiling without rolling his eyes. Duchess Tricia Tandesser was sitting on his right, and Countess Mariliss Keyes was on his left. Katrina was, surprisingly, sitting across the table from him and being a lot more sedate.

They'd left Magni, and Claire, three days ago. Last night, he'd had dinner down in the machinist mates’ berths, and even spent the night, because the flirting on the first night had been pissing him off. He hadn't seen Emily, the former duchess of House Coyet, up here at all, for all that he knew Tricia was training her. Perhaps she didn't want the competition?

"So, Prince Chase, I think you'd find the engine works very interesting," Tricia was telling him.

"Maybe when I have more time for such things," Chase replied as he picked up his wine glass to take a drink. "I've got a lot more squadron duties now than I used to, and I've still got a lot to learn."

"Oh, surely you're not busy all the time?" she asked, stroking his arm briefly.

"I'm sure in a few weeks I won't be, but then we'll be arriving at Hoor, and I'll be out with my squadron, so I have no idea."

"You're a prince, Prince Chase," Mariliss said, stepping into the gap in the conversation. "Surely you're entitled to some time off?"

"I'm not just a prince, I'm the crown prince," Chase said, turning to her and catching the faint pout Tricia let slip out as he did. "Seeing as I wasn't raised in any kind of a House, my formal training is lacking, and so are certain aspects of my schooling. So I have a lot of catching up to do. I can't afford to slack off or depend on others for the things I should know."

"Still, it doesn't seem fair," she said with a very cute pout as she rubbed her foot against his calf.

"Yes, well, there isn't a lot of fair in the universe right now, and there won't be until we remove Neill and his cronies from existence," Chase said and, looking up, he made eye contact with Katrina, who raised her glass to him, and then took a drink. He spied the dessert tray coming out, and he'd finished enough of his dinner. It was time to beat a hasty retreat.

"Now, if you'll all excuse me, I've got a stack of paperwork I need to fill out, and a bunch of maneuver protocols I need to memorize." So saying, he got to his feet and deftly untangled himself from the two women.

"Evening, all," he said, gave a short bow to the others at the table, and quickly made for the exit. When he made it to the security of his own quarters, he locked the door and went straight to his desk. While he might have lied about the protocols, he did have a lot of paperwork to catch up on, as he'd taken over Claire's squadron, and they'd moved some of the nobles they'd taken on at Nocturne into it to help bring it back up to full strength.

He'd spent a lot of yesterday going over their mechs with the mechanics down in the hangar to make sure everything was up to speed, then going over any and all maintenance requests for the rest of his squadron. All the people who knew about his cousins were in 1st Flight, as well as the bodyguards who'd been with him at the time. Now they were all with Claire.

They'd activated Michael's interface before they left, because everyone felt it would be best for him to learn how to pilot a mech and a regular spaceship, in case he found himself in a position where there was no one else he could rely on. While Michael was still at times very much a child, growing up without a father—who'd sacrificed himself to save Michael, his brother Scott, and their mother Katerwyn—had left its mark. Michael was a lot more serious about things like fighting and survival. He understood just how important those things were in his life now, just as Chase had when he was Michael's age.

The plan, now, was to go to Hoor for a week, then move on to the Surya System, and take a look at Savitri and her sister planet Pushan. Lieutenant Commander George Crossman, who'd grown up there, still believed it was a good candidate to find more members of House Morgan, and Artemis had agreed with him when Chase had asked. It was apparently a popular place for a lot of the lesser members of the Morgan House.

He was woken by someone tapping on the door to his quarters. Apparently, he'd fallen asleep at his desk.

"Artemis, who's tapping on my door?" he asked.

"Earl Katrina, Prince Chase."

Sighing, he got up, went over to the door, and opened it.

"Hi!" Katrina said and stepped inside. He noticed she was wearing a bathrobe.

"I didn't invite you in, Katrina," Chase said with a sigh.

"Nope, and I wasn't going to wait, and pardon me for saying this, but you look like shit, Chase."

Chase turned and glared at her, or tried to at least. Katrina was a little hottie, there was no doubt about that—the robe wasn't hiding it at all—but she was holding it closed and looking him over.

"Why are you here, Katrina?"

"Weeelllll, originally this girl thought she'd come over here and see if she could talk her way into your bed. Seeing as Claire’s gone, I thought you might be a little lonely."

"Oh, and that's changed how?"

Katrina reached past him, and hit the button to close the door, and then the one to lock it. Turning back to face him, she smiled.

"You need someone to take care of you, someone who isn't looking for any kind of advantage or political deal. Just some hot little airheaded girl who wants to take care of her prince, no strings attached."

"No strings attached?" Chase asked, looking her in the eye.

"Chase, if years from now you ever want to reward me, I won't complain. But right now, I'm the rebound girl, you'll forget all about me once Claire's back in your life, and I'm just enough of a party girl to be okay with that. Now, are you going to stand there glowering at me…" She opened her arms, and the bathrobe slowly slid down her body to the floor. She was naked, and she was even more beautiful than he'd thought. She shifted a little to pose for him and smiled. "… or are you going to take me to bed?"

"You tell anyone about this, and I’ll be very unhappy," Chase growled.

"Bragging is for children," she told him.

Shaking his head, he stepped forward, pulled her body against his, and kissed her. She tasted good, and if he was completely honest with himself, he was feeling lonely.

Picking her up, he took her to his bedroom, and set her on his bed, then removed his own clothes before joining her.

Katrina turned out to be a lot of fun in bed, and a very good lover. When their interfaces touched, the look on her face was both surprised and pleased. Claire was right that Katrina would figure out quickly that he was the real deal. The only surprising thing that night was that she eventually shut him down and told him he needed to sleep.

"What, not going to try and get all you can before you have to leave in the morning?" Chase whispered in her ear as they cuddled. Because he was definitely interested in staying up a lot later.

"There's always tomorrow."

"Oh? You know something I don't know?"

"Yes, I'm moving in. Someone needs to take care of you," Katrina said and giggled.

"Katrina, I told you I don't want anyone to know about this!"

"They won't; as long as you tell Artemis to help me avoid others, no one will ever see me entering or leaving. Okay?"

"And why should I do this?"

"Prince Chase?"

"Yes?"

"I'm not asking. Plus, I've got a little something planned to keep you from being waylaid by Tricia and the rest of them when you sit down to eat from now on."

"Am I going to regret this?" Chase asked, closing his eyes.

"Nope."

"Fine. Artemis, help her."

"Of course, Prince Chase."

Chase awoke to an empty bed and the smell of food. Blinking, he got out of bed and looked out into the rest of his quarters. Katrina was cooking! She was standing there, wearing one of his shirts, bare-ass and barefoot, cooking. That took a moment to settle in. She noticed him then.

"Go shower! This’ll be done in a few minutes!"

Dumbfounded, Chase did just that. He never cooked; he barely knew how. Claire hadn't been much for cooking, either.

One quick shower later, he came out in his shorts, and Katrina pointed at one of the two seats at the table. There was a plate there with food on it. So sitting down, he dug in as she put food on her plate and joined him.

His eyes went up as he tasted it. She really could cook!

"I thought maybe it'd be a bit easier on you if I made breakfast for you for now. That's less time spent having to deal with others, and yes—" she smiled brightly at him "—more time I get to spend with you."

"Why are you doing this? Not that I'm complaining, mind you; the food is great, and last night was even better."

"Because you need someone to take care of you right now. Claire kept you from lining us all up and knocking us all down, and at first, I thought she was just jealous and didn't want to share. Now, however, I think it's because you're sweet and innocent!" She giggled at that.

"I'm hardly innocent, Katrina."

"Call me Kat, Chase, and I mean the whole bit about mixing politics with sex. Yeah, a lot of the nobles live and breathe it. I know your grandfather, your father, and a lot of the other Imperial family members did. A lot of the dukes and duchesses do it, too."

"What about the earls?"

"Some of us do, and the same for the counts and barons, but not so much. But women like Tricia live and breathe it. Also, there's a lot of gals who want to be the next empress out there."

"But not you?"

"Not since Claire staked her claim. She'd kill for you, and you know it. I think most of the others realize it now as well, but with her off dealing with whatever it was you felt was so important that you left her behind—damn, that was a mouthful—they're thinking maybe they can get a consolation prize."

"Which is?"

"Your bastard child."

Chase frowned at that. "You're not planning on…"

Katrina shook her head. "After what you went through? Hell, no. I mean, I wouldn't say no to it, say, four or five years from now, as long as Claire said you could, and all that stuff. I mean, you're my emperor, Chase. Of course part of me wants it. Probably something in our genes that draws us to you."

"So that's why you're doing all this, because you're hoping for a payout down the road?"

"Chase! No!" Katrina replied sharply, surprising him. "This is because of last night!"

Chase leaned back a little and looked her in the eyes. "Because we made love?"

Katrina blushed and looked down at her plate. "Not exactly… or maybe exactly? All I know is, when… when our interfaces… touched… it was… different. You really are the crown prince, you're going to be the emperor, and I could feel it. I mean, I've heard women talk about sleeping with an Imperial, that it's special. Well, you're my emperor, Chase. I'm sworn to you. So of course I want to take care of you. Why wouldn't I?"

"What happened to the party girl who showed up at my door last night?" Chase asked with a chuckle.

"She got a lot more than she bargained for, that's what. I mean, yeah, I've always thought it would be cool to bed an Imperial; then you come along, and it's almost in my grasp. But after last night?" She looked up at him, blushed, and looked down at her plate again. "There ain't no faking that or the way it made me feel. I'll keep my mouth shut, I won't tell anybody, and I'll do everything I can to keep anyone from finding out.

"I'm here for you, Chase. Whatever you need, whatever you want."

"And what do you get out of it?" he asked, curious, because the way she was talking now wasn’t something he was used to having directed his way.

"You. I get you. Last night alone was worth it. Just having this private, special time with my emperor?" Katrina shivered in her seat, shocking him. "The next few weeks until Claire comes back are going to be days that I'll treasure for the rest of my life. Chase, you're my emperor! Hell! If I had to, I'd die for you!"

Getting up, Chase went around the table and gave Katrina a hug. This was the last thing in the world he'd expected to hear from anybody—well, maybe some of the Marines might say it, but a sexy little earl who piloted cruisers? He thought about that a moment. Yeah, Katrina was a sexy little thing, and fun as hell in bed, but in her own way, she was just as deadly as Claire. A cruiser was one hell of a mean battleship. They didn't let just anyone sit at the helm.

And now, she was his, just like Captain Stannish was his. They'd seen their emperor, and they'd experienced what their emperor would do for them. They were the dedicated faithful, or at least the ones he knew about. How many more were there? Maybe Katrina had hit it on the head when she’d said maybe it was bred into them?

Or maybe, maybe Charles, the emperor before him, and the princes, maybe they'd all been larger than life? All he knew was, the amount of outright devotion he was getting was shocking him. It wasn't swelling his ego, either; it was stoking his sense of duty. These were his people, his gang. He had to take care of them and do right by them, because without them, he was nothing. Because doing anything less would be a betrayal.

Kissing Katrina on the top of the head, he went back to his seat and ate his breakfast. He'd learned something today. Something he hadn't even known existed.

"Thank you for breakfast, and I'll see you tonight," he said when he finally finished. She blushed, so he kissed her goodbye, then went back into his room to get dressed.

"Art?"

"Yes, Chase?"

"Give Katrina access to my quarters, even when I'm not here, and they're locked."

"Of course."

"How many of the people here feel like she does?"

"I'm not really sure, Chase, though I think if you told the captain, he would."

"Right after he got over being mad about me not telling him," Chase said with a sigh.

"You need to tell him, Chase."

"I know, I know. I think after Hoor, I'll sit down with him and tell him the truth."

"Why not now?"

"Because then we'd find somebody at Hoor with a better claim than me."

"I've told you before, Prince Chase, the odds of that happening are almost zero."

"Just don't want to tempt fate is all…"

#

Troy stumbled down the stairs off the ship and shivered. It was blowing pretty hard out, and he didn't have a coat heavy enough for the wind. The trip here hadn't been too bad; some of the female members of the crew were willing to play a few games, though they'd made it clear up front where the limits were.

As he could end up with a breathing problem from being tossed out a lock if he didn't mind those limits, he behaved himself. To be honest, it had still been fun. It was rare that he found a woman with the same tastes he had, and there'd been three of them on board!

He shivered again as he picked up the pace and headed for the terminal building. He definitely needed something better in the way of clothing here. Of course, he also needed to find a ship that'd take him where he wanted to go. The Norfolk System was his immediate goal, then Half-Light Station, where his department was located. Getting to that would be easy, once he'd made it to Norfolk.

Stepping inside the terminal was like stepping into a sauna. After being in the wind and the freezing cold, it was suddenly warm and still. One of the people working there led him to a seat and sat him down.

"Give it a few minutes; after being out in that, the temperature shock will drop you like a ton of rock."

Troy nodded and realized he was panting.

"Is there a place nearby where I can get some cold weather gear?"

"Take my advice, take the bus into town, and ask the driver to drop you off at McMenamins. The prices here are inflated!"

"Thanks," Troy said and wondered why the man had told him that. Most people didn't help strangers. Either folks here were a lot more willing to help each other, or the man had a beef with the local store in the terminal.

He thought about that for a few minutes as he warmed up. If it was the former, and the people pulled together, that meant he'd have to be careful during his stay. He wondered if he should pay the local secret police a visit. Hoor was very much in DPRS space and had a strong DPRS presence.

However, that could end up warning certain people of his survival and their impending death.

He checked the money in his wallet again. While they'd cleaned out what he'd had on him back on Amber, he never carried all his money on his person. Still, he had a fair bit less now.

Once he'd stopped panting like a dog, he got up and went to check the prices in the local shop. They did look kind of pricey, so he found the bus and took it into town. The driver was even kind enough to drop him at McMenamins, which thankfully was open. He found their prices much more reasonable.

Now he just needed to find a room. He'd checked for outgoing ships as they'd come down to land, but there hadn't been anything on the schedule. Even the ship he flew in on wouldn't be leaving for over a week. Loading and unloading went slow down on the planet when it was this cold. The orbitals were both owned by big mining conglomerates and didn't allow any private trade, so going there was pointless.

#

Chase went back to his quarters; it had been another busy day, as he continued to learn his duties as Claire's replacement and a squadron commander. He was a little surprised that his apartment was empty, but he didn't complain. Instead, he showered, dressed, and headed down to the Nobles’ and Officers’ Mess, not looking forward to jousting with whichever women latched on to him tonight.

He'd just stepped into the mess and was looking for a place to sit when he heard someone calling.

"Prince Chase?"

He turned and saw a man who looked to be a few years older than he was.

"Yes?"

"Ah! Good, Earl Roland Hayward Stokes, at your service! I and a few of my friends were wondering if you'd join us for dinner tonight?"

Chase smiled. "I'd be delighted." He joined Roland and his group of friends, all of whom were male, and sat down.

Roland went around the table, introducing the others, most of whom were earls and counts, though there were a couple of barons, and even one knight.

"You know," Roland continued after the steward had come over and taken Chase's order, "a lot of us have been really curious about the systems differences in that Imperial you're flying. My sister Katrina tells me you're actually an accomplished mechanic as well as a pilot?"

Chase smiled as it clicked. Katrina hadn't been kidding when she said she'd 'deal with it', and she'd done so in a most inspired manner.

"Well, Senior Gibbons seems to think so, and I know better than to discourage any senior chief's delusions," Chase started off, causing several of the others to chuckle. "However, I think I enjoy talking about 'em as much as he does, so who knows? Maybe the man has a point. What's got your interest?"

"Do those fly the same Mark-12 targeting systems as our Marauders? Or is at an entirely different version?" another earl Roland had introduced as Tobias Cochran Rothman asked.

"It's still the Mark-12 you all know and love," Chase began, causing a couple of chuckles. "However, there've been a few updates and performance tweaks that the designers were able to do because the main computer is a Cyclopes Mark-32E, and not the Mark-30's the Marauders fly with."

"What's different about the 32-E?"

"The 'E' stands for Enhanced, and it's half again as big, physically, and a complete power hog," Chase said, warming up to the subject. "Which is part of why the Imperials have the larger power plant…"

For the first time in weeks, Chase really enjoyed dinner. Several of the guys he had dinner with were pretty good mechanics, as well, which made the conversation lively, as they went into details on the different systems the mechs used. It got even more interesting, as three of the guys were engineers who worked in the engine rooms of the warships, and they knew a staggering amount about power systems that Chase found fascinating.

Chase was in a much better mood when he stepped into his quarters, where he found Katrina sitting on the couch, legs curled up under her as she read her tablet. The outfit she was wearing was obviously intended solely for the bedroom and did a lot to enhance her beauty.

"Thanks for dinner, Kat," Chase said with a smile as she looked up at him.

"It's all about the maneuvering," she said with a wink. "Now, how about a kiss before I lose you to the paperwork?"

Chuckling, Chase did, though it took a little longer than he'd expected, as Katrina really unleashed herself when they kissed.

"Now, go get your work done while I deal with mine," she all but purred at him.

Smiling, Chase sat at his desk and did just that. He was finally starting to make sense of it and figure out how to deal with it. Whenever he got stumped, he reviewed some of the older reports Claire had written, and used those as a template. Someone had obviously taught her the easy way to do it, because she used the same format everywhere. So he just copied that, as well.

When he felt a pair of hands sliding over his shoulders, he almost jumped, but he could tell by the lightness of them, and the hint of perfume, that it was Katrina. Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes and relaxed as she massaged out all the kinks in his neck and shoulders.

"I think it's time for bed," she whispered in his ear.

Smiling, he slowly got to his feet.

"I do believe it is," Chase agreed and, taking her in his arms, he kissed her.

It was another enjoyable night, and the way she looked at him when their interfaces touched again left an impression on him. He enjoyed it, and her, very much. It wasn't the same as when he did it with Claire; with Claire, it was much more intimate and fulfilling for him. They were more equal, he guessed. With Masako, it had been a bit more than what he was experiencing with Katrina, as well, though it was definitely more intimate and fulfilling with Katrina than it had been with Masako.

He puzzled over that one for a while as he cuddled with Katrina in the afterglow, with her snuggled up against him. His experience with women who had interfaces was, of course, lacking, compared to the experience of those same women. While Claire and Masako both had the higher-level interface, Claire's was probably at the top end of the spectrum, and he realized Claire was his, and he was equally hers. That probably had a lot to do with why they meshed so well. Masako wasn't his, and didn't want to be his, nor did he want her to be. So for all that they found comfort with each other, there was no commitment.

Katrina, however, was committed to him. He could feel it. He also knew he’d committed a small part of himself to her in response to that. Just as Claire had once told him he was her emperor, and she’d do whatever she had to for him, because it wasn't just that she loved him, but because she owed it to him, he could see it was very much the same for Katrina. She loved him, and she was going to do what she could for him. The biggest difference between the two, however, was that Claire was more his equal, while Katrina knew she wasn't. Yet she was okay with that.

He thought about that for quite a few minutes until the realization hit him that in the world of the nobles, your interface not only determined your position, it locked you into it! There was no upgrading your position, because there was no upgrading your interface. Even if he married Katrina, and she got the title of empress, she'd still, deep down, be an earl. She’d accepted what she was, and she was content with it.

Which probably also explained why she was enjoying outmaneuvering Tricia, who was a duchess. It also explained why she understood that when Claire came back, this interlude would be over, as well as why she was enjoying it while it lasted. She was very much getting a piece of his life, even if it was a small one, something even Duchess Tricia and the other duchesses and earls were trying to get for themselves, but weren't succeeding.

Looking down at her as she slept, he realized he'd discovered another key aspect of noble society. It was static, very static. You could grow your House, and perhaps even your descendants, but not yourself. You were locked in to where you born. Once you accepted that, the only obvious place to focus on was the future.

He suddenly recalled a conversation from months ago that he'd had with Artemis, that not only were all the interfaces trending towards the duke class, as the families with interfaces inevitably interbred, but that the genetic components required to have an interface were already spreading out among the population.

Over time—a very long time, according to Artemis—everyone would have an interface. Then, over a period of thousands of years, everyone would one day have the same level of interface.

Phillip Neill had, of course, been doing what he could to reverse, or at least slow that trend. Chase wondered if Neill even realized it, or if he was just one of those people who didn't care what they destroyed, or how much in their personal quest for power.

It was a lot to think about. He wondered if his grandfather had understood all this. Probably. Too bad he couldn't talk to him about it, because it shed an entirely different light on things like bedroom diplomacy and cadet families. All this emperor shit was obviously a lot more complicated than even Claire had hinted at.

Lowering his head, he kissed Katrina, waking her up.

"Hmmm?" she said, looking up at him. "You need your sleep."

"No, I need to reward my loyal Kat for taking care of me and watching out for me," he said with a smile, causing her to smile back at him.

"Far be it from me to argue with my emperor," Katrina purred and kissed him back.

Chase was tired the next morning as he ate his breakfast, sitting across the table from Katrina, who was once again wearing his shirt from yesterday and nothing else.

"You look happy," Katrina observed with a smile.

"I am happy," Chase admitted. "I think I'm finally starting to understand what my role is."

"Your role is to be the emperor."

"Are you happy being an earl?"

"What kind of question is that?" she asked, looking him in the eye.

"A serious one."

"Yes, of course I'm happy being an earl. That's what I am; why wouldn't I be?"

"Were you always happy with being an earl?" he pressed.

Katrina stopped, set down her fork, and frowned for a moment, then looked back up at him. "I get it. It's taken you a while to really start to understand who and what you are, and where you fit in."

He nodded. "Exactly."

"Huh. You know, I’d never expect an Imperial to go through that."

"But I'm not just an Imperial, I'm also the emperor. There's a lot of duty, I'm now coming to understand, that's a part of that. I think I'm finally getting a glimpse of the big picture that’s the Empire and what my House has been working towards since we were founded."

"You're saying there's a goal in all this?"

Chase nodded. "Very much so, but it's so very far away in the future, that we'll all probably be long forgotten by the time it comes to pass."

Katrina gave a small shiver in her seat across from him. "That sounds scary."

Getting up and going around the table, he put his arms around her. "Not to me. To me, it sounds wonderful."

"And that's why you're the emperor, and I'm just an earl," Katrina teased.

"My very loyal and faithful earl," Chase replied and kissed her. "Artemis, cancel my morning meetings, please."

"Of course, Prince Chase.


Hoor

New Reykjavik

Troy was making his bi-weekly trek down to the spaceport to see what had come in, and what they were expecting to come in. The people here were a little weird. They all carried knives, and they knew how to use them. Worse yet, he'd witnessed at least a dozen knife fights in the week and a half he'd been here, and when the fight was done, they patched up the loser, while the winner bought the next round! Like being stabbed was no big thing.

The ship he'd come in on, The Mersey, was still here, which surprised him. He took a few minutes to review the shipping boards to see what might be coming in that was going his way, but there wasn't anything that caught his eye. So zipping up his parka, he took a walk out to The Mersey to find out what was up. He hit the buzzer by the lock when he got there. After a minute, it started to open.

"Come on up to the bridge, Troy!" He recognized the voice as Ciri, the first mate, and one of the women he'd played a few of his games with.

Stepping into the airlock, he hit the close button, cycled through to the inside, and made his way to the bridge.

"Where is everyone?" Troy asked, looking around.

"Working back in engineering. Captain found a problem, and they're trying to fix it."

"What kind of problem?"

"The kind where all the DPRS military pulled out late last night."

"They what?" Troy asked in disbelief.

"Cut an' run. It's a two-week run from Magni to Hoor, and right now, word has it the Wolfhounds who've been giving the People's Republic a run left twelve days ago."

"So they're just running?" Troy asked. He found that hard to believe.

"If they stayed, I'm guessing they'd get slaughtered? Rumor going around is, they got a lot of tonnage, so it only makes sense to pull 'em out until they're ready to come back in with a fleet or somethin'."

"So what's the captain planning?"

"He's planning on lying low down here until after things have settled down. Last thing anyone wants is to be flying around in the middle of an invasion fleet, especially not in an unarmed and unarmored cargo ship."

"Does that mean you're ready to go?"

Ciri shook her head. "If we were ready to go, we'd already be gone. There was a delay with the cargo, so we won't be loading until tomorrow. So right now, the captain’s giving us an excuse not to be flying out in space when the Wolfhounds show up. Last thing he wants is to have his ship destroyed."

"Isn't he afraid they'll confiscate it?"

"Word from the planets they've already taken is they're not messin' with freight, unless it's contraband. And maybe not even then," she said with a shrug.

"But I thought your next destination was Cor Imperii?"

"Not according to the display in the terminal it ain't!" Ciri said with a grin. "Captain bribed 'em to change it. Ya' know, I'm off shift here in a couple hours, if you want to play a few of yer favorite games, Troy."

Troy smiled back at her. Ciri really got off on the threat of him. Unlike the other two, he got the feeling she knew he killed people. That sometimes, even his playthings died. He almost said yes, but then he realized if the troops had left, the secret police were gone, as well. It might be worth finding and raiding their office for weapons and extra funds.

"As much as I'd like to, I need to check on a few things. Let the captain know I may be interested in joining you on the next leg of your flight. Probably won't be all that healthy for patriotic members of the Republic to be here after the change."

Ciri nodded. "Yeah, more than a few of us have been thinking the same thing. More than a few have suggested leaving now, and the hell with the rest of the cargo."

"Well, if he decides to do that, call me."

"I'll be happy to!" Ciri said with a smile and patted him on the leg.

Smiling, Troy patted her on the head as he got up, something he'd done to her the last time they'd played, and the smile she gave him was delightfully wicked.

Maybe he should go with them when they left. It was a safe bet he wouldn't find any flights to Norfolk if the rebels were in fact coming here.

But first, he had an office to raid.

#

"Captain on the bridge!"

Captain Rodgers looked around the bridge as he went over to his command chair and sat down.

"Helm, count us down to real space, please."

"Aye, aye, Captain! Translation to real space in one minute."

"Any last-minute orders, Captain?" asked Kortney, his XO.

"No, I think we're good. Now, let's see what kind of nightmare is waiting for us at Ksinatte Station."

"After the last two, I'm not going to hold my breath," she replied. They'd spent even less time at Skinny Station, their previous stop, than they had at the Hart-Sal Fuels Combine, as someone had bombed it into oblivion.

"Translation to real space in five, four, three, two, one, zero!" Helm called over the all hands circuit. Captain Rodgers’ eyes immediately snapped to the 3-D plotting display. He noted absently that his small fleet had held their positions almost perfectly while the ship's scanners searched the system, and the intel group connected to the intel satellites to download a real-time assessment.

"Captain! We're not reading any intel sats!" Comms reported.

"Comms, order the fleet to condition yellow and to execute Plan Indigo."

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"Worried?" Kortney asked as they watched the 3-D display populate.

"Just not taking any chances."

"Contact!" Sensors called. "Looks like a cargo ship! Another contact! Multiples!"

"Analysis?"

"I don't think they've detected us yet, Captain. They look like commercial or civilian craft—correction, I have one cruiser and two destroyers on picket."

"Comms, open a channel on standard hailing frequencies and guard."

"Open, sir!"

"This is Captain Rodgers of His Imperial Majesty's Cruiser, the ESS Hesperus. Warships, please identify yourselves. Ksinatte Station, what’s your status?"

"Captain Rodgers, this is Mayor Galvin of the Free Station Ksinatte. What are your intentions?"

"Well, Mayor Galvin, that depends. Our initial mission objectives were to visit the stations that had gone dark after aligning themselves with Port Alpha, then to offer what aid was necessary, by order of His Royal Highness, Prince Chase Collisward Morgan. I seem to be sensing, however, that perhaps you're not in such dire straits?"

"Wait, we thought Port Alpha was dead?"

"No, but they were on hard times; they lost their fusion reactor, as well as a good deal of their infrastructure, and sadly, population. But that’s all being repaired. Unfortunately, we found no survivors at Hart-Sal, or at Skinny Station. Now, you know what we've been up to; how about telling us what I'm looking at?"

"Captain, I'd feel a lot more comfortable if I knew why your ships were maneuvering."

"Mayor Galvin, I'm sure you know that his royal highness is currently reclaiming the empire, one system at a time. That means we’re on a war footing. So yes, my fleet’s maneuvering, and will continue to do so. Now, if you're not in league with the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria, I don't foresee any future problems. If you are, I'll be expecting your surrender."

"Captain, we’re not in any manner in league with the DPRS. They attacked us, the same as they attacked those other places. Fortunately, we had elements of the old 6th Fleet stationed here from before the coup. While we lost a good deal of ships over the course of the fight, they never returned."

"So you're an independent entity at this time?"

"Yes, Captain, that would be correct. We service independent cargo ships, as well as ships from Solaria, the kingdom of Alstair, the Raj of Torres, and any others who come through this region of space."

"And those warships belong to you, I take it?"

"Yes, Captain, that’s correct."

"Well, then, I’d like to send my XO over to meet with you, and discuss where we now find ourselves, and what the immediate future looks like. Also, any information you may have on any of the other stations and settlements no one’s heard from, so we can continue our mission a bit better informed.

"Okay?"

"Umm, do I have a choice, Captain?"

"Mayor Galvin, there’s always a choice. My mission isn’t to get into fights or claim territory for the emperor. I’ll offer you this observation. Prince Chase seems to be a very practical young man. If he should decide that you need to rejoin the empire, I'm sure he'll make it worth your while. He's quite aware of what so many of his subjects were forced to do in order to survive."

"The DPRS government’s been claiming he's a fraud."

"Yes, we're quite aware of that. We're also aware that they keep neglecting to mention that Prince Lance was the one who sentenced him to serve with the Wolfhounds."

"That is curious. Yes, I’d welcome your XO so we can discuss our situation in person."

"Thank you, she’ll be along shortly." Captain Rodgers muted his microphone. "Discon."

"Disconnected, sir."

"Guess I'm going over there, then, Captain?"

"Take a security contingent. We're not looking for a fight, and if they don't need help, the sooner we're out of here, the sooner we can find someone who might need it. Take a look around, get an idea of what's going on, and see what you can learn about their current situation, but more importantly, find out what they know about the other places on our list, and if there's others we're not aware of."

"Yes, sir!" Kortney said and saluted.

"Good afternoon, Mayor Galvin, I'm Commander Janet Kortney, Captain Rodgers’ executive officer," Kortney said, shaking hands with the man sitting behind the mayor's desk, who’d stood when she entered his office.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Commander. I must admit, I’m surprised to suddenly have a fleet showing up in our system."

"Nobody was happy to see what was done at Port Alpha," Kortney said with a heavy sigh, "so leadership decided we need to visit all those places went gone dark, or that the folks at Port Alpha were concerned with. I noticed your System FTL Radio site is gone, which explains your situation?"

"Yes, we lost it in the first attack; however, we had a contingent here that was assigned by Admiral Sisson prior to the coup, and they decided to stay. Sadly, we lost most of the ships we had in the two battles."

"I'm surprised they didn't come back for a third."

"We offered them a bribe, and they took it," Mayor Galvin said with a sigh.

"You bribed the DPRS?"

"No, we bribed the fleet captain in charge of the force we were fighting against. Not our proudest moment, but I have a population of over four hundred thousand people living here that I had to take into consideration."

Kortney raised her hands. "Don't apologize! After some of the things we've seen, we're just happy now when we find survivors. We've all seen a lot of things that none of us ever thought we'd see."

"Thank you, and please, sit. Now, what can I do for you? What does your captain want?"

"First and foremost, we want to know what intelligence you have on the other stations and outposts out there. We’re a rescue mission, after all." Kortney passed him a list of the places they were slated to visit. "Also, if there are things you're desperate for, don't hesitate to ask. I'm sure you've noticed we're hauling a freighter around with us, though it's mostly food and medicines."

"I can give you information on several of the stations and outposts in the region," Mayor Galvin said after glancing at the list. "Some of our traders have passed through two of those areas, though not in recent years. Most were under quarantine by the DPRS in the past, and while none of us have been so brave as to see if that's still the case, you may find your ships having to engage in combat."

"We'll keep that in mind."

"The biggest thing we need is a System FTL Radio, though I doubt you have the means to build one of those?"

"Not with us, no, and with the war we're fighting, I don't think we'd be able to spare the resources anytime soon. If you don't mind me asking, how did you manage to attract so much business without one?"

"Ksinatte Station has always had a certain amount of… nightlife, I guess you could say, with us being so far out from the main part of the empire. We've always had a bit of a black market, and… well, we just legalized it. We have casinos, bordellos, fences, and weapons shops, both personal and ships’ weapons, plus hospitals that specialize in cosmetic surgery, especially the type one needs to change their identity so they can hide from the government."

"Ships’ weapons?"

"We were a major depot, and we have shops to build and repair everything. We even have several dry docks for ship repair. We used to have a space dock, but we lost that, unfortunately."

"There was one in orbit around the dwarf planet the Hart-Sal combine operated out of. If you’ve got any tow capacity, you might be able to haul it here."

"Thanks! I'll mention it to my engineering staff. Maybe they can figure something out."

"Great, now the info?" she asked and motioned towards the page.

"Right. Come, let's go visit my intelligence head, and they can fill you in."

"Thanks! Mind if we look around?"

"Not at all. Just understand, we're a free state now, and in neutral territory, so you'll undoubtedly see a lot of contraband."

"So?" Captain Rodgers asked after Kortney had gotten back and passed the data they'd gotten over to him.

"Eh, it's like a lot of the major Navy ports; they just don't hide anything, and they provide weapons and services to whoever has the money, not just the Navy."

"Anything else?"

"The place has got to be an intelligence agent's wet dream. There's a lot of people from the different systems outside the empire's borders, and as there's almost no restrictions on what you can and can't trade, I'm sure there's a ton of government agents trying to buy stuff under the table that they can't get anywhere else."

"Aren't they worried about pirates?"

"They've got three warships, and I wouldn't be at all surprised to find out that they've got a few other things hidden throughout the system."

"True. Well, let's go over what they've given us and change our plans accordingly."

"Yes, sir, Captain!"

#

"Damn, it's like Nocturne all over again!" Nathaniel, the Joker Flight lead, complained as they sat in the squadron room on the ESS Astra.

"According to the stealth ship we sent in, all the DPRS ships packed up and left yesterday," Chase said, listening to his private comms feed in his left ear, and the Dire Wolves' feed in his right. Right now, Dave, the Dire Wolves' wing commander, was discussing things with the air boss aboard Wolfhound Base, who was discussing things with Captain Witner and Captain Stannish, the 1st Battlegroup commander.

"So they're just letting us have the planet?" asked Aaron, Nathaniel's flight second.

"I get the feeling there's a big debate going on right now," Chase said with a sigh and looked at the display in the squadron room. "On the one hand, a couple of destroyers and a few frigates wouldn't have lasted more than a few minutes, so it makes sense to withdraw them. On the other hand, it could just be bait for a trap."

"What about the other system defenses?"

"Captain Stannish already sent a couple of his cruisers off to disable them. Both orbitals have already surrendered because they're ore processors and are completely unarmed."

"Squadron commanders, listen up! We're being deployed. We’ll be broken up into groups of five and deployed to cover ground targets—same as we were on Glaucus. Planning is working on the tasking as I speak, and targets and task lists will be sent to your carrier momentarily. Your carrier's staff will pass it on! Mount up in ten!"

"Okay, everyone, we got our orders!" Chase said, standing up. "We're doing the same thing we did on Glaucus. We'll deploy in half-flight groups, and each group will be given a target to secure. Probably police stations, same as before, or it could be infrastructure, they haven't told me yet. Assignments will come down from the Astra's Air Boss in ten minutes, so let's mount up and run our checklists! Remember, it's cold down there, so grab an extra power pack for your suit's heater. Don’t dismount without direct orders! Understood?"

"Yes, sir!" they all called out.

Gathering up his flight, Chase made his way down to the launch deck, where their mechs were racked. All the new guys were in his flight, seeing as the old 1st Flight had stayed with Claire.

"Okay, Chet, you're in charge of the other half of 1st Flight. I'm giving you Harris, as well, so you'll have six."

"What for?"

"My Imperial carries so much armament that it's almost a waste for me to take four with me. Hell, if I didn't think I'd get yelled at, I'd give you more!" Chase said with a chuckle. "But the drill’s pretty simple; we secure whatever it is we're told to. Rules of engagement are simple; don't shoot first, but you're free to defend yourselves. Watch out for civilians and idiots. If they change the ROE on us, I'll let you know, if they don't let you know first."

"Got it!"

"Mox, Len, Jenks, you're with me!" Chase said and made sure they acknowledged it.

Walking out onto the deck, he went down to where his mech was racked, opened it up, climbed in, started the power units, quickly ran down the checklists as he closed the faceplate on his spacesuit, and locked the clamshell.

"How long do you think we'll be down there, Mongrel?" Rachel, or Fang-01, asked over comms.

"Well, we spent what, seven hours doing this back on Glaucus? I'm guessing at least that long."

"Damn, better keep the heaters cranked up!"

"Yeah, I hear you," Chase agreed as the Astra's air boss sent out target assignments.

"All right everyone, let's get a move on! Looks like we're getting dropped in the upper atmosphere, so watch out for buffeting as you clear the ramp!"

The flight leads all acknowledged, and Talon-02, 03, and 04 followed him as he went down the ramp. The map had them landing up north by one of the spaceports. Hoor had a lot of them, it seemed.

When the jump signal came, he led the other three down to the surface, coming down about three miles out, and flying in at ground level. None of the other squadrons were taking fire. Everything was surprisingly quiet.

"Artemis, why aren't we drawing any fire?"

"Not only did the DPRS ships withdraw, they took all the ground troops, commanders, the governor, the lieutenant governor, and several other key members of the government. No one’s triggered any kind of alert, because no one left has the authority or the codes."

"I'd complain, but I don't see the point."

When they got to the spaceport, Chase set the four of them up, spaced evenly around it. There were several cargo ships, as well as two shuttles. He made his way over to the terminal and raised them on the ground ops frequency that was posted in big numbers on the side of the building.

"Reykjavik Spaceport Ground, this is Talon-01. Just want to check in with you and let you know that we're shutting down the spaceport until things upstairs have sorted themselves out."

"Talon-01, you the guys with that new prince?"

"Yes, that would be us. What happened to the government?"

"They ran away, I guess. Cowards." Chase could hear the snort in the man's voice.

"Anything I need to know about the ships on the tarmac?"

"The cargo ships either have their crews aboard, or they just called for them to return. The shuttles are empty and won't be going anyplace."

"Okay. Just make sure the cargo ships understand that now is not a good time to take to the air."

"I think they all understand that. Is it okay for any crew members who show up to go out to their ships?"

"Check with me first; I don't want any accidents."

"Understood."

"You all catch that?" Chase asked on the channel he was sharing with his half-flight.

"Yes, sir!" they commed back.

"Keep an eye out for errant crew members. We’ll change positions every thirty minutes, so this doesn't get too boring."

Troy was out of his bed as soon as he heard the mechs landing in town. Getting dressed quickly, he threw his things in his bag, then grabbed the second bag that contained some of the weapons he'd looted from the secret police office he'd visited.

He put on his insulated pants, parka, and boots, then grabbed his gear, and left the room. It was time to leave. He'd ping Ciri on the way over to The Mersey and let her know he was interested in shipping out with them. The captain had already agreed, though he'd doubled the price. Troy would’ve complained, but the captain was putting him on the roster, so if anyone looked, he'd appear to be crew.

"Hey!" he yelled, flagging down a cabbie. "I need to get back to my ship!"

"I don't think ya' gonna be flyin' today!" The cabbie laughed.

"Captain told us they want all of us back on our ships. I'd rather not get arrested!" Troy said, yanking the back door open, tossing in his bags, and then climbing in after them. "Just drive slow! I don't want to get shot!"

"Ya' won't get no arguments from me!" the cabby said with a laugh.

Troy dug some credits out of his pocket and passed twice the usual fare to the driver.

"Why so much?"

"’Cause you're doing me a favor, that's why."

"Ah! Gotcha!"

Troy moved his bags around so the one with the weapons was under the one with his personal gear. He didn't know whether they'd get inspected or not, but he didn't want to chance it.

When they got to the edge of town, a mech stepped in front of them, stopping them.

"Where are you going? The spaceport’s closed!" boomed out of the mech's external speaker.

Troy stuck his head out the window into the freezing cold air.

"I'm crew! I've been recalled to my ship!" Then he pulled his head back in and put his hood back up as his teeth started to chatter.

"Wait right there," the mech replied, then said a moment later, "You're cleared. Drive slow!"

The cabbie waved through the windscreen and continued driving, and Troy looked out the windows to see what was what. Looking back at the town, he could see a couple mechs watching the road out of it. But peering around the open terrain between the town and the spaceport, he didn't see anything.

When they finally got to the spaceport, he saw four mechs patrolling it, and one of them was half again as big as the others.

"Shit!" he swore, that was an Imperial mech!

"Yeah, those sucker sure be big!" The cabbie laughed and stopped in front of the terminal.

Ignoring him, Troy grabbed his bags and ran inside. Only Imperials used Imperial mechs. That was a law or something. That'd been drilled into them back when they'd been hunting them down. As he knew there weren't any real Morgans left alive, and they only had the one fraud, it was obvious that was who was driving that mech, 'Prince' Chase Morgan, an Empire City street rat sent to the most elite Navy fleet in existence.

He snorted at the absolute stupidity of propping such a loser up as their 'prince'. Yeah, the intel folks back home were probably still laughing over that one. Too bad the other three were there. He had an anti-armor rocket launcher that would put a nice hole in the mech, but he didn't feel like dying today. Or any day, really.

"Hold on up there!" the guy at the counter called.

"I need to get to The Mersey. That's my ship."

"Let me warn 'em first. They've been letting sailors out there, they just want to be warned first."

"Oh," Troy said and nodded.

"You're good to go," the man said after he'd warned the mechs on the radio and gotten the all clear.

"Thanks!" Troy waved and zipped his parka up, then he went outside and made a beeline for the ship. He looked up at the mech; there was some kind of picture painted on the front, he wasn't sure what the creatures on it were supposed to be, but they were both making a rude hand gesture, and he snorted at that. Somebody had a sense of humor at least.

Still… the prince was twenty yards away… twenty yards! He couldn't miss! But then again, he had no cover, no armor, and if they didn't see him pulling it out of the gear bag and loading it, they'd certainly see him after he fired it!

Shaking his head, he growled. So close and yet so far!

"Troy! Get in here!" Ciri called from the airlock. He almost laughed; she was already shivering. Jogging up the ramp, he tossed his bags on the floor as she hit the button to close the hatch, and then pulling down the zipper of his parka, she pulled her body against his.

He wrapped his arms around her out of shock more than anything else; she was cold! But she obviously took it to mean he liked her or something, because she laid her head against his chest and all but purred.

"We weren't sure you'd make it."

"It's not like anybody's going anywhere," he replied with a shrug as the inner hatch opened, and warm air flowed into the room.

"It's not that. They've been locking down a lot of the towns. Nothing's flying, and not much else is moving, either."

"Well, let's get my stuff into my cabin, then I guess we sit and wait."

Letting go of Ciri, he got his bags and followed her to his cabin, where he set them inside, and took off the boots and the heavy pants. He put on his usual boots then, because the deck was feeling a little cold, then put on his shipboard jacket.

"Why's it so cold in here?"

"Captain disconnected the ground power. The moment they clear us for takeoff, we're leaving. Come on up to the crew lounge. Captain broke out a case of beer to settle everybody's nerves."

"Far be it from me to turn down a free beer."

Making his way to the lounge, he was greeted by the whole crew when he stepped inside. The crew of The Mersey wasn't a big one: there was the captain, a rather large man Troy had his suspicions about; the chief engineer, another large man; and four women. Two were helmsmen, one was the engineer's assistant, and the other was the cook. Ciri was one of the helmsmen and the captain’s first officer. The other helmsman was the only woman on board not interested in playing any of Troy's games, and he'd only bedded her once before losing interest.

Sitting down with the others, he was a little surprised that Ciri sat in his lap, but then no one really had secrets on a ship this small, and Troy already knew the captain and Tom, the chief engineer, were sleeping with the women on board. Obviously, they didn't care if he did, as well.

Leaning back in the seat, he took the beer they passed him and started drinking. Mostly, the captain was annoyed at the delay, as they'd gotten the last of their cargo packed last night, and he’d been considering departing after sunrise if the rebels hadn't shown up by then.

"Why's that one suit bigger than the others?" asked Joyce, the other helmsman.

"Cause he's the prince," Troy muttered.

"What?" Joyce said, and they all turned to look at him.

"That's an Imperial model mech. The other three are Marauders. Only Imperials are allowed to use those, so that means that one right there is the prince who's behind all this."

"But he's a fraud," the captain said. "That's the word coming out of Cor Imperii!"

"Yeah, but they gotta make it look good," Troy said with a shrug.

"Damn, look at all that money," Tom said, looking at the screen, "just walking back and forth.

"Yup, twenty-five million credits. Too bad he's got the other three with him." Troy sighed.

"They raised the bounty," the captain said.

"They did?"

"Yup. Thirty million per for everyone involved. We'd all be rich."

"Damn…"

"Too bad he's in that suit," Ciri said.

"Oh, the suit ain't the problem," Troy told her.

"Oh, the hell it isn't!" Tom laughed. "It'd take me an hour to cut him out of that."

"Oh, I got something that'll kill it dead down in my cabin," Troy said, "but the other three would kill us before we got out of here."

"Wait, you got what?"

"An anti-armor rocket launcher. When the DPRS folks left, I decided to do a little midnight shopping. Figured I could sell it on the black market, but then this—" Troy motioned with the bottle "—happened."

"Interesting," the captain said and turned back to look at the screen.

#

Chase was bored. He'd just checked in with all the other flights in his squadron for probably the twentieth time. He could look it up, it was in his computer memory aboard his mech, but seeing how many times he’d done it would probably be depressing at this point. They'd been out here for seven hours now.

"Artemis, any word on the holdup?"

"Sorry, Chase. With the government gone, the locals are still scrambling to put something together."

"Well, how about suggesting we accept surrenders from mayors and company heads? This is getting to be stupid."

"I'll try."

Chase was just about to call Dave, the wing commander and check in with him when the all-hands alert sounded over his comms.

"All hands! All hands! Battle Stations! Battle Stations! We have an enemy fleet in system! We have an enemy fleet in system! Stand by for orders! Stand by for orders!"

"Artemis, what happened?" Chase asked.

"A DPRS fleet just transitioned out of jump space above the plain of the ecliptic. They’re accelerating this way."

"Damn," Chase swore.

"Squadron! We've got possible incoming! Waiting on orders, prepare for combat. Be ready for anything!" Chase sent out.

Chase checked his weapons and did a quick status check on everyone via his command circuit that kept track of the systems checks.

"Artemis, what's the status on that fleet?"

"They've stopped accelerating, but they're not decelerating. There are no carriers in the fleet, either."

"I'm no military genius, but that doesn't sound right."

"It's not. Captain Witner is launching everything with weapons capability, and is either recalling the carriers, or sending them out of harm’s way."

Chase did a stores inventory. No carrier meant no pickup or restock.

"All hands! All hands! The approaching fleet has launched a massive missile attack! Repeat, the approaching fleet has launched a massive missile attack! They appear to be targeting all ships. Engage all missile defenses!"

"Damn, this just keeps getting better, doesn't it?" commed Mox, who was Talon-02.

"Don't jinx it!" replied Jenks, Talon-04.

"All hands in orbit and groundside! All hands in orbit and groundside! The attacking fleet has launched a space bombardment! All mechs, engage all missiles and other munitions that make it past the units in orbit! The planetary defensive grid is still down! Repeat, all mechs are to engage all missiles and other munitions! The local defense grid is still down!"

"Gee, what a coincidence," Talon-02 said.

"Yeah, almost like they planned it," Talon-03 agreed.

"Knock off the chatter and arm your missile launchers," Chase ordered over the squadron channel. "Set missiles to auto-target and launch before targets are within range. These things are going to be coming in faster than ours will be going out!"

Chase shook his head. This wasn’t a good use for mech armor. Space bombardments came in fast. Sure, there were limits, because smacking into the atmosphere at too high a speed could destroy the munition or throw it off target. But if they were being carpeted, that didn't really matter.

All that did matter was trying to protect the civilians on the ground.

Chase watched his radar while slaving a secondary channel to the fleet tracking being provided by the systems on Wolfhound Base, then shared it out to his flight leads.

"Damn, that's a lot," Joker-03 muttered.

It was a lot. There were over ten thousand uniquely identified targets, and they were all streaming towards the planet, Wolfhound Base, and the battlegroups. Several of the battlegroups were boosting out to try to meet the attackers, but Chase could already see that was a wasted effort.

Well, maybe not completely wasted, as they launched their own missiles and fired the main armaments on the battleships, which some of the attackers’ ships were coming into range of.

Ignoring that and focusing on the immediate threat, Chase watched as thousands of missiles winked out of existence. Some ships were taking hits, as their defenses were overwhelmed; however, most of the missiles had little fuel left for terminal guidance and were now well out of control range of the launching ships.

Missiles were starting to make it past the ships in orbit. While they might have missed their initial targets, Chase had no doubt they'd explode when they hit the ground, and from what he was seeing on his display, a lot of them had large warheads.

Engaging his thrusters, Chase lifted off the ground to a thousand feet above the spaceport as the bombs and missiles entered the atmosphere. The rest of the squadron joined him, for all that they were spread out over a couple hundred square miles. Missiles flew up from units around the cities.

"Don't waste shots on anything that isn't going to hit a city, town, or spaceport!" Dave, the wing commander, broadcast.

Chase fired his own missiles at that point, as whatever ship had been providing defense higher up either ran out of counter-missiles, or was no longer in the fight. At least the incoming fire had been slowed by smacking into the atmosphere. Also, none of them seemed capable of dodging Chase's missiles or the ones fired by the rest of his squadron.

Over the next hour, he found himself firing missiles at a faster and faster rate, as well as using his railgun to try to destroy the bombs and missiles coming his way. Some of them he destroyed, some exploded in the atmosphere, and some had their course changed away from him by a near miss or the explosions of those that had been intercepted. The last ones he ignored.

Some of the bombs that hit were obviously nuclear, as there were several large blasts off in the distance. There was one that landed somewhere between the port and the nearby city that turned out to have a nuclear warhead, which he'd been unable to shoot, as he'd exhausted all his missiles, and he couldn't get the angle on it with his railgun.

The worst part was, some of his squadron was taking damage, as everyone else had run out of missiles before he did, so they had to resort to using their railguns and antimissile lasers. The lasers, unfortunately, didn’t have a very long range in planetary atmosphere, which meant when they blew something up, you might take splash damage.

Things got more difficult as the bombardment continued. A lot of the ships in orbit had taken damage, as well as exhausted their missile supplies. They were relying solely on lasers and energy weapons, and they were being forced to worry more about their own survival than that of the ground forces. The enemy fleet, however, was no longer firing, and was headed out of the system, accelerating once again.

However, the last barrage was the worst, and it contained a lot more specialty ground bombardment weapons. Whoever had planned this, Chase realized, had known that by this point in the battle, the surface of the planet wouldn’t be well defended anymore.

Chase suddenly found his target computer all but overwhelmed by the amount of incoming, as several of the bombs exploded in the upper atmosphere into groups of smaller bomblets and missiles. His antimissile lasers were pouring out so much energy that not only was he sweating inside his suit, he was popping off IR decoys every minute or two to dump excess heat. At least those were drawing fire.

#

Troy and the rest of the crew of The Mersey hadn't cared much for what was going on. He suspected the other ships sitting at the spaceport all felt the same way. But the mechs had been doing a fair job of defending them, and so far, nothing had hit the spaceport, though the area outside the perimeter was a different story. The whole thing had been going on for well over two hours, and Troy could see the mechs were taking damage now.

Going back to his quarters, he put on his parka, got his rocket launcher, loaded it, and headed for the main lock.

"You're not going out there, are you?" the captain asked.

"If we're ever gonna have a chance at that reward, it'll be soon. I'm not sure the mechs are gonna last much longer, and once that prince guy is the only one left, I'll down him, grab him, and we can get the hell out of here."

"And what, get shot by the other ships still out there?"

"I'm not sure there are any other ships out there, with how heavy it's gotten in the last ten minutes. But just tell them over the radio, once the mechs are all destroyed, that the terminal's taking hits, and we're heading someplace safe."

"Just be quick, 'cause you're right. Once you tag that asshole, this place ain't gonna be safe anymore."

Troy grunted and cycled out the lock. He'd been worried that the captain might think otherwise, but obviously the man didn't scare easy and wanted the reward as much as Troy did.

Troy checked his reloads, powered up the weapon, and hunkered down in the cover the ship was providing him. He watched his target, plus the other three mechs. From what he was seeing out past the defensive screen they were laying down, they were dealing with cluster bombs. Those weren't much of an issue for a mech, but for soldiers and civilians, there were. They also had a tendency to start fires, though here on Hoor, that probably wasn't much of an issue.

There was a rather large explosion just outside the perimeter as the prince's antimissile lasers took out something a bit closer than was healthy, and he watched as the prince's suit almost tumbled and got pushed back towards the center of the spaceport. Just as the prince started flying back, he heard it; one of the ships was launching! Apparently, they'd lost their nerve, and as he watched, one of the other cargo haulers climbed out, slowly at first, but quickly accelerating as they cut in the main drives.

That, however, was a bad idea, as every single IR-guided missile homed in on the heat source. Troy ducked his head behind cover as the cargo ship exploded. The force of the explosion was driven out in a ring as well as upward. Sticking his head back out, he saw the only thing left was the bottom of the ship, which was already falling.

The ship's design had channeled the blast, and Troy noticed the three Marauders were tumbling out of control and falling out of the sky as well. The prince had halted his tumbling, but he'd been a lot closer to the explosion, and his suit was heavily damaged.

Smiling, Troy raised the weapon, set it on his shoulder, and looked into the targeting viewfinder, the mechanism inside tracking his eye movements as he focused on the mech, causing it to highlight in the targeting window. Troy pressed the lock button, so the launcher would remember the target as he pulled the trigger.

The rocket flew out of the launcher so fast, it looked like a streak of light hitting the back of the mech just off to the side, punching right through the damaged armor, blowing through it and out the front! The suit's anti-missile systems were unable to engage due to the close range of the attack, and the amount of damage the suit had just taken.

Looking away briefly, Troy loaded another missile, the targeting system uploading everything the missile needed to know the instant the missile was locked inside. Troy fired immediately, and the second missile arced around towards the falling mech as its primitive guidance system found its target. The clamshell suddenly blew off, and the pilot was ejected just as the second missile hit and blew out all the mech's power systems in a huge explosion, causing it to break up and drop like a rock.

Chase was in a daze. He'd seen the ship blow up behind him, the shockwave in the atmosphere, along with all of the debris that had hit him destroyed parts of his sensor grid covering his rear, as well as putting so much garbage in the air that he didn't see the missile coming up from the ground until it hit him. The warhead blew a hole clean through the small cabin, barely missing him. The only thing that saved him from the heat of the blast was his armored spacesuit.

His awareness was flooded with alarms, alerts, and damage reports, and he was still trying to sort it all out when the suit's limited AI saw another missile coming in, made an instant decision, and suddenly he was weightless and flying through the air. He could see the clamshell flying off well in front of him as an explosion behind him set his body to tumbling just as he got yanked hard.

Looking up, he saw a… parachute?

He hit the ground hard, staring up into the air as something dragged him across the ground. Wasn't he supposed to do something? He was being… dragged?

Oh, right, harness release… Raising his hands to his chest, he tried to remember how it worked…

Dropping the launcher, Troy ran over to the pilot, who was laying there and fumbling with the restraints as the parachute was dragging him. He'd gotten them off just as Troy got there and shot him, twice.

Unfortunately, the suit was armored, and Troy's pistol wasn't strong enough. Bending over, he hit the emergency release on the helmet and pulled it off.

"Shoot me, and you don't get paid, moron," the young man said, his head falling back to hit the ground as Troy dropped him.

"Oh, like you'd fuckin' know!" Troy growled and pointed his pistol at the other man’s head, intending to do just that.

"I'm a fraud; that's what they're telling everybody," Chase whispered as he tried to gather his wits. The explosion had stunned him, and he was having trouble focusing. "Do you really think they'll pay you for a dead fraud? Once I'm dead, I'm not a problem. Why would they pay?"

Troy swore, thinking about the shit he was currently dealing with, and realizing the jackass had a point as he holstered his pistol. Grabbing the strap on the back of the suit, Troy ran, dragging the man behind him. Going up the ramp, he hit the button to close the hatch, then hit the intercom.

"Get us out of here, and don't fire up the main engines to max!"

"Yeah, I saw." Troy felt the ship lift before the outside door had even fully closed. As soon as the inside door had opened, he dragged the guy in the suit inside—who was now struggling weakly. Troy punched him in the face a couple times, then dropped him on the floor just outside his quarters. Going inside, he grabbed his bag of tricks, came back outside, and got his prisoner restrained, tying him up with a couple pieces of rope.

Just as he finished, the whole ship jumped forward and shook.

"What the hell was that?" he yelled.

"Nuke hit the spaceport! We're out of here! Ciri's on the radio, screaming for help. Get that asshole under control, then run back to Engineering and see if they need any help!"

"On it!" Troy yelled and checked his precious cargo, which was now unconscious on the floor. He headed back to see what help Tom might need.


In The Cage

Somewhere between Hoor and Cor Imperii

Chase opened his eyes, and the first thing he realized was, he hurt everywhere.

The second was, he had no idea where he was, as the floor wasn't one he'd ever seen before.

The third was, he couldn't move… or he couldn't move much. Something was restraining him.

As he gathered his wits, he realized he was still in his spacesuit, though his helmet was missing. His wrists were tied behind him, and his legs were tied together. But that was about it.

It took him a few moments to sit up, and once that was done, he rolled to his knees, then took a moment to take in his surroundings. He was in a cabin. It wasn't much of a cabin, as everything that could be removed, had been. The bed that was part of the wall was just flat metal. All the shelves were empty. Surprisingly, there was a toilet and a sink, so that was something, at least. There was a closet that was empty as well. Nobody had thought to close it, so they must have been in a rush.

The door to the cabin had been replaced by a mesh one. It appeared to have been tack-welded into place. The bottom four inches were open.

Looking around some more, he didn't see any cameras of any kind in the room, or even watching from outside the doorway. That was a bonus, at least. The first thing he needed to do, however, was get out of the suit.

That wasn’t going to be easy. The suit split open at the front, but there was an armor-like panel that snapped over the chest to protect the zipper, and also because the front was the softest part, as you entered through it, so it had to be the most flexible. The closet door looked like it might help with that, so he shuffled, or sort of hopped on his knees, until he was by the wall. Then he leaned back into the wall, pushing the back of his head off the wall as he straightened his knees, and slowly forced himself into a standing position.

Getting over to the closet was slow, but he hooked the handle inside the chest piece, and using his body weight, he pulled it open. He fell over, of course, but he managed to land on the bed without hitting his head—or hitting it too hard, at least.

The zipper was a bit harder. It took him a while to get it hooked on the edge of the striker latch on the now missing door, but once he did, he was able to pull it down a fair bit before it unhooked. The zippers were made to be easy to open, so three more tries, and he had it down to his waist.

With the suit open, he had a lot of room, and it was simply a matter of pulling his arms out. The ropes made that a little uncomfortable, but due to the suit’s armor, they weren't tied tight enough to stop him.

He got his right arm out first, then turned into a corner to do the left, just in case he’d missed a camera. He had the knife Clair had given him on his left forearm. He didn't want anyone to see him draw it. He also didn't want them to see him collapsing the blade, which slid down into the stock to make it look like a long, thin box. Someone might recognize it, but he didn't want to lose it.

He dropped it down into the suit for now, and did the same with the sheath once he got that off.

Next, he unsnapped the clamp at the front of the helmet ring, undid the sanitary connections, and climbed out of the suit. One of the outside pockets held a pair of shorts, because he hadn't enjoyed not having anything to wear when he'd had to take off his suit back on Magni. Having your privates exposed wasn't that enjoyable.

He checked the sink next. The water was drinkable, so he drank it. A lot of it. His head started to feel better. That done, he used the toilet, did what he could to clean himself up, checked the door to be sure it was sealed, then stretched out on the metal cot and went to sleep. It wasn't comfortable, but he'd slept on worse, and right now, he was exhausted.

#

"What do you mean, we lost Prince Chase?" Captain Witner yelled into the radio, causing everyone on the bridge to stop.

"I mean we can't find him! The spaceport took a near miss from a nuke! Two of the flight members who were with him are dead, and the third is in a coma!"

"What about his armor?"

"We found pieces of it; it was destroyed."

"Destroyed?"

"One of the techs said they think he ejected, but if he was anywhere near that nuke…"

"Dammit! Felice!"

"Yes, Captain?"

"Get a forensic team down there immediately!"

"Aye, aye!"

"Artemis!"

"Yes, Captain Witner?"

"What happened? Weren't you in contact with him?"

"During the attack, we were forced to maneuver to the other side of the planet. I lost the ability to connect directly after several key ships I was using as relays took damage and had to retreat. My indirect communications were lost when a ship that was trying to launch took a direct hit and exploded over the spaceport. I flagged it, but that was during the heaviest point of the barrage, and all communications to the ground were problematic."

Captain Witner switched back to the medical corpsman he'd been talking to.

"Are there any survivors down there?"

"Well, we pulled a few out of one of the ships that survived. There's a couple from the terminal building, as well."

"Make sure they stay alive, and keep them sequestered. I'll send someone down to question them shortly."

"Errr, I don't think they're going to be talking anytime soon, Captain."

"That's not your concern."

Killing the channel, he leaned back in his command chair, grabbing the bridge of his nose. "Dammit, Chase, you better not have died on me!" he growled.

"Umm, sir?" the officer of the watch asked in a hesitant voice.

"What?"

"If Prince Chase is dead… what does that mean for us?"

"Ah, shit," Witner swore and, looking around the room, he saw everyone had the same shocked expression. Whether it was at him swearing, or Chase being dead, he wasn't sure.

"Okay, keep this to yourselves for now," he told them, which meant everyone on the ship would know within the hour. "We found survivors at a previous stop." He noticed several looks of disbelief. "Prince Chase, being the asshole he sometimes could be, wouldn’t allow me to tell anyone else about it. He was afraid to risk them. He wanted them left where they were safe. Trust me, if he's not dead when he gets back here, I’m sure all of you will hear it when he reads me the riot act. He's a lot more protective of his family than any of us expected.

"And to give you even more to think about, I'm not going to bring them here right now, either. Chase, err, Prince Chase had some suspicions about another place we were planning to visit on our way to the Tomb. If we have to retrieve the others, it may change our plans, I don't know yet."

Sighing, he got up. "Felice, you've got the con. I'm going to my dayroom to check on damage reports."

"Yes, Captain."

Several hours had gone by, and Witner was sitting in his dayroom with his command team.

"Okay, here's what we know for sure," Felice said, looking at her tablet. "Chase was defending the New Reykjavik Spaceport with three other members of his flight. We'd broken all the squadrons up into four- or five-mech teams to secure all the towns, cities, spaceports, airports, and several of the major mining facilities.

"Chase's position was one of the ones that was harder hit, as the destroyers protecting that part of the planet ran out of stores and took a fair bit of damage. While there were a few near misses, the spaceport itself was undamaged until the last few minutes of the bombardment. There was a near miss that damaged Chase's armor some, but that panicked the captain of one of the larger cargo ships, who did an immediate launch and went to full thrust as he was approaching a thousand feet above the spaceport.

"Every single IR-guided missile within a five mile radius locked on to the engines and destroyed the cargo ship. There were secondary explosions from the reactor, as well as other missiles continuing to be drawn by the fireball for a two- to three-second period. The three other mechs of Chase's flight were all knocked out of commission, and one was killed outright.

"Chase's mech was struck from behind by two missiles that appear to have been ground launched. He either ejected or was auto-ejected after the first missile. The second one destroyed his mech."

"And we know that how?" Keene asked.

"We recovered data from the surveillance system the Terminal used to monitor the spaceport," Jill said. "Due to the nuclear strike that collapsed the building, however, the imagery data is unreliable shortly after Chase's ejection. We believe he got a good parachute, but even if he didn't—even if his body was still lying there—the armored spacesuit he was wearing would still be there. There’d be remains."

"Which means?"

"We think somebody grabbed him," Felice said with a sigh. "Shortly after we estimate he was shot down, somewhere between three and five minutes, another ship took off from the spaceport. The Mersey. It was originally scheduled to fly to Cor Imperii with a cargo destined for the same. However, they claimed they were flying to Houston when they launched, if we're reading the records right. As Houston’s a non-aligned world, and they were probably worried about going to Cor Imperii, we suspect they lied."

"Analysis of their outbound vector confirms they weren’t going to Houston and were most likely going to Cor Imperii," Witner said with a heavy sigh.

"Which means?"

"Which means Chase's worst nightmare is about to come true. He'll be given a show trial and publicly executed, probably slowly, so as to give everyone a good show," Jill said. "Assuming, of course, he was alive when they got him. It's possible he was dead, and they just grabbed the body to prove they killed him."

"So what are we going to do?" Keene asked.

"There's nothing we can do, Keene," Witner said. "We're in no condition or position to attack Cor Imperii. We took a lot of damage, and half our mechs are no longer serviceable. We didn't lose any of the carriers, thankfully, or any of our battleships, but all our cruisers took some damage, we lost far too many frigates and destroyers, and we expended half our stores of antimissile missiles while burning out thirty percent of our laser batteries. I mean, if he was a real prince, I might be willing to try to do something, but we all know he isn't. We also know we have two very real princes back on Magni!"

"Which, considering we must go to the Tomb to resupply, is a godsend," Felice said. "At least Chase got us them before we lost him."

"We haven't lost him yet," Keene said. "Have you notified our assets on Cor Imperii about the situation?"

"And have them do what?" Witner said.

"Have them do whatever they can do, of course. We can't just throw Chase to the wolves. We have to at least try to do something for him."

"I don't know—" Witner started.

"Keene's right," Jill spoke up suddenly.

"He is?" Felice said, looking surprised.

"We told the universe he's a prince. If we don't do anything, they'll know we lied, and when we show them the new prince, they'll think we're still lying."

"But we're going to the Tomb, Jill."

"Now?"

"Well, not now; we want to stop at Savitri first. It's on the way and a good candidate to perhaps find some more Morgan House members."

"Right, so we won't have gotten to the Tomb before that ship puts in at Empire City—they'll be there in what? Four weeks? We'll be here at least two, cleaning up this mess, then ten days to Savitri, where I'm sure it'll take us a few days to gain control, and we'll be there a week as well. If we run straight to the Tomb from there, it's, I don't know, how long?"

"Eighteen days," Witner said.

"How long is it from Magni to the Tomb?"

"If they take the light cruiser we left them, nineteen days. Anything else, twenty-five."

"Right, so when we get ready to pull out of Savitri, we tell Claire to meet us there. Which means right now we're looking at—" Jill looked down at her notes "—fourteen days here, ten to Savitri, a minimum of seven days there, then eighteen to the Tomb. Say, seven weeks. That means they'll have Chase for three weeks to put on a show trial and a public execution before we even have our new emperor. We need to do whatever we can to make it look like we want him back. We need to look surprised when we find out he's alive, because we thought he was dead. Hell, we probably need to make it look like we're gonna fly to Cor Imperii to get him back!"

"Why?" George asked, looking confused. "Of all the people here, Jill, you're not the one I'd expect to make a case for Chase."

"Because if they think for even a minute we've got a real prince, they're going to send every warship they've got to blockade the Tomb to stop us from using him."

Jill pushed back in her chair and looked around the table as they finally got it.

"We're not done with Chase yet. We still need him for as long as we can keep him alive."

"You're right," Witner said. "Notify all our assets on Cor Imperii, and tell them to do what they have to."

"What about the assets at Port Alpha?" Keene asked. "They're close by."

"Put them under the control of Lieutenant Combs. He's shown himself to be resourceful," Jill said.

"He's only a JG, Jill," Felice pointed out.

"Well, make him a lieutenant commander for the purposes of this operation! If we can keep all eyes on him, we'll have a clear field."

"George, write up a promotion to SG with an acting lieutenant commander theater promotion, and I'll sign it immediately," Witner said.

"I'll have it on your desk in fifteen minutes," George said, typing on his tablet.

"And Jill—make sure he understands that I don't want him running in there, guns blazing. We want something that'll work and not leave dead bodies everywhere. He needs to use his brains."

"I'll let him know we want him to be as sneaky and underhanded as possible," she agreed, "because we want to scare the hell out of Neill and his people."

#

"Hey! What’re you doing out of your suit?"

Chase woke up suddenly and turned to look at the mesh door. There was a girl there with a tray.

"Huh?" he said blinking and stretching and acting dumb.

"Your suit! Why aren't you in it?"

"Umm, because nobody told me I had to stay in it?" he said, looking at her. "Why'd you take the mattress out of here, anyway?"

"They didn't want you trying to kill yourself."

"Why would I do that?" Chase asked, giving her a look like she was dumb.

"Because we're taking you to Cor Imperii?"

"What's wrong with Cor Imperii? I grew up there."

"’Cause you're a fraud, and they're gonna kill ya! That's why!" she said with a grin.

"Eh, we all gotta go sometime. Hey, is that for me?" he asked, nodding towards the tray.

"Maaaaybe?"

"You do realize if I don't show up in good health, Speaker Neill's gonna be mad, right?"

"Why should he care?"

"Ask the guy who shot me, he'll know."

"Troy? Why would he know?"

"Because he understands how it all works."

"He does?"

"Ciri! Quit fuckin' with the prisoner and give him his food!"

Chase noticed a quick flicker of—not quite fear, but expectation, perhaps?—cross Ciri's face, then she set the tray down and slid it through on the floor. Troy, the man who'd dragged Chase in, and who he suspected had shot him down, stepped up.

"How'd you get out of the suit?" he asked, looking at Troy, then the suit stashed in the corner.

"They're made to come off easy once the helmet's off," Chase said with a shrug.

"But I had you tied up pretty tight there."

Chase did a doubletake. "No I wasn't. Well, my feet were, but that was it."

Troy looked at Chase, then glanced at Ciri, who shook her head. "Wasn't me. I was flying the ship when you guys welded him in here."

"Whatever, not like he's going anywhere."

"I thought I was going to Cor Imperii?" Chase said with a grin.

"Oh, a wise guy, huh?" Troy said, giving him an evil smile. "You know what happens to wise guys, right?"

"Yeah, they get to live large and have the time of their lives! Man, you should’ve seen all the rich, hot, noble ass I was getting back there! Damn, it was like going to heaven!"

"So you even admit you're a fraud!" Troy said with a laugh.

"Fraud is such an ugly word," Chase said, still grinning. "I'm the face of the new empire, that's all. They needed somebody with a pretty face and a strong voice to woo the women and spur on the men. So here I am."

"Yeah, here you are. Not there anymore. To me, you're nothing more than a thirty-million-credit payday."

"Thirty? I thought they were up to forty now?" Chase said, frowning.

"Funny man. It's four weeks to Cor Imperii, and we've already been under drive for a day. You won't be living long after that, kid."

Chase shrugged. "Oh, I'm sure Neill will want to stretch it out and get as much PR out of it as he can, but still, it's a lot more than I ever expected to get out of life. I mean, I always knew I was gonna die a violent death; that's life in the gangs, after all. But wow, after the year I had? Can't complain. Oh, and the name's Chase."

"Like I give a damn what your name is, kid."

"Hey, I made you all that reward money; you'd think I'd a least get a little respect."

"Turning you in is gonna get me that money."

"And who warned you that killing me wouldn't get you anything?"

Chase chuckled as Troy frowned. "Troy, I've seen how these people play, and I don't think the nobles are all that different from Neill and his friends. The ones that knew the story treated me just like Neill's gonna treat you if you're not careful. To them, we're nothing. Just somebody to use and discard when they're done."

"And you're tellin' me this why? I'm bringing you in to be killed!"

"Notice how nobody came out to help me after that last big hit? That I only had three with me? Do you think they'd have sent me out with so few if I was the real deal? Do you think they wouldn’t have sent someone out to get me after I ejected? Please, it was my time to die a hero, to become a martyr for the cause. Only thing you did was buy me a few more weeks of life and a free ride back home," Chase said with an angry look.

"So they stabbed you in the back?" Troy said, giving him a funny look.

"I knew it was gonna happen sooner or later. I was sorta hoping for later, so I could sneak off and let 'em think I was dead. But until the other three got taken out, I was pretty much trapped there. Hell, at least this way they'll be all kinda pissed. So we'll be even."

Troy shook his head. "You're a piece of work, you know that?"

"They told me I either played along or learned to breathe vacuum. What would you have done? I mean, at least the girls were willing and always ready. The ones that didn't know, that is."

Troy looked thoughtful for a moment. "Yeah, I guess I see your point, but don't go expecting any sympathy."

"Nah, I had my fun."

With that, Chase bent over and picked up the tray with his food on it. "Oh, any chance I could get a blanket?"

"Now why would I give you that?"

"Why wouldn't you? Oh, and any chance you can turn on the wall panel? Be nice to read or something while I'm in here."

Troy shook his head and walked away. Ciri looked at him for a moment, then looking down the passageway, she asked in a soft voice, "Why'd you stay if they were gonna ice ya'?"

Chase snorted. "Because I was getting laid every night and every morning, and when we went to war, I got to kill all the people I wanted to—and trust me, I wanted to kill a lot. I got dumped on the streets as a kid. All the shit they're saying about me is true. So yeah, I knew it was all short term, but oh man, it was everything I'd ever dreamed of. It was like shooting Tri-Meth without the hangover, headaches, or withdrawal shakes."

She left then, and he tried the food. It wasn't anything fancy, but it was good, and it was filling. He was going to have to start exercising if he wanted to stay in shape and keep his edge. Who knew? Maybe he'd even find an opportunity to take over the ship.

Course, then he'd have to fly it, and if it didn't have an interface halo he could use, that wouldn't go at all well.


Castille, Sundara

A table in 'My Father's Place'

"What's so important that you pulled the emergency flag?" Chief Greg LaComb said.

"I have to admit, I'm curious as well," PO Clive Macy added. "You guys don't invite me to most of your planning sessions."

Hank sighed and looked around the place. They were in the back of the bar PO Macy worked at. It was very much the kind of place where people minded their own business, and PO Macy had been doing quite well here, selling forged identity cards, seeing as Hank had been supplying them to him.

"Read this," he said and passed them each a sheet of paper. He watched as they quickly ran down it, their eyes getting wider as they got to the bottom.

"Oh, shit," Chief LaComb said.

"Yeah, shit," PO Macy agreed. "Why'd they promote you?"

"In case I have to requisition extra resources, and no, don't ask."

PO Macy shook his head. "Wasn't gonna, but whatever you need, I'm down."

The chief looked at Macy. "You serious?"

"Chief, I may be a lazy asshole, and I have a fair bit of larceny in my veins, but disloyal I'm not. Besides, we pull this off, and it'll be the kind of story I can brag about to my kids before they stick me in the old crooks’ home."

"Our biggest advantage here," Hank said, "is that nobody on Cor Imperii knows what's going to happen in twenty-four days. The Mersey wasn't able to send any messages when it left. They do come here regularly, but we don't know anything beyond the names of a few of the crew and the captain."

"What about intercepting it in space and taking it over?" Macy asked.

"If we knew where they were going to enter the system, we might be able to do that, but all the entryways are heavily patrolled, and the odds of getting away with a boarding action are nil."

"So we can't rescue him until after he's down on the planet," the chief said.

"That's probably the best scenario. The problem I'm seeing is this: Where would they keep him? What are they going to do with him?"

"Execute him, obviously."

"Not so fast, Chief," Macy said, shaking his head. "They're gonna have a show trial. A big, televised extravaganza. It'll last at least a couple days, because they're gonna want to milk it for all they can. They'll bring in the party faithful, their biggest judges, half of Parliament, including some of the opposition members they can count on."

"And you know that how?" the chief said, looking at Macy.

"They did that to the agriculture gal they framed for the famine, then they let her escape, set it up so a mob caught her, and she faced 'the people's justice', as they like to call it. It was taped. I saw some of it." The look on Macy's face made it clear it wasn't something either of them wanted to watch. "Nah, they'll do the same thing to our guy, only bigger."

"You think they'll try him in the same place?" Hank asked.

"Why wouldn't they? It's like the High Hall of the People's Justice, or some fancy name like that. It's got security, cameras, media booths, and seats for everyone. It also has its own jail cells to keep the prisoner secure."

"How'd you learn about that ag gal and what happened to her?" the chief asked.

"Eh, one of the guys who's into some sketchy stuff had a copy of the video and showed me some of it. After I got done puking my guts out in private, I went and looked it up. These are some pretty nasty people, Chief, LT. She was one of their own, and they sacrificed her to a gruesome death without a second thought. Hell, they killed off their secret police head and all his family, and he was a member of the ruling council. And yeah, looked into that, too. When you're doing crime, checking out the opposition is required if you want to succeed at it."

"Words to live by, I'm sure," Hank agreed. "That means our next step is to find out everything we can about the place and see if we can rig any surprises."

"You know, I just had one hell of a wicked idea," Macy suddenly said with a big grin.

"Uh-oh," the chief said with a sigh.

"Shoot," Hank said.

"Look, this is gonna be billed as the Trial of the Century, right?"

The other two nodded.

"So we get a whole bunch of merch made up to sell all over the place outside the hall!"

"Wait, you want to make money off this?" Chief LaComb said with a growl.

"Screw the money, Chief. The point I'm making is, some of the guys here got connections with folks in Empire City. They supply a lot of contraband and black market merch. If we've got product available, we give it to them, and they're out there day one, selling it, drawing crowds, pissing off the powers that be, distracting the police, all that!"

"Damn, son, now that's sneaky!" the chief said with an impressed look. "That'll give us all the cover we need."

"Hey, I didn't spend ten plus years getting ahead while sitting on my ass without learning a few things," Macy said with a smile. "Distracting people and confusing the issue are my two best skills."

"Yeah, but how do we explain having the merch ready?" Hank wanted to know.

"Simple, we knew that sooner or later, Speaker Neill was going to catch the 'fraud', so we were all ready to go, and had it sitting in a warehouse. We may be crooks, but we're patriotic crooks, after all! Well, patriotic crooks who see a small gamble with a possibly huge payoff!"

Hank nodded. "Start on the merch. Let me know if you need money or anything else. Chief, give him a hand, and make sure he doesn't get in over his head. I need to talk to Lacey. We've got some assets we need to task now that we know where all this is going to take place. Clive, you outdid yourself tonight. If this pays off, I'll get you the biggest medal, and the promotion to go with it."

"Yeah, I'll even help," the chief said as Macy grinned.

"Like I said, tell the kids, maybe even the grandkids."

Finishing his beer, Hank got up and headed back to the resort. He had a tourist flight to take this afternoon. Lacey would be going back to the Pooka later tonight. Right now, she was working up the orders for their assets in Empire City. He'd give her what he'd just learned so she could add to it.

#

Jericho and his wife Lucy looked a little surprised when Marilyn showed up with her 'husband' in tow.

"Peter, this is a surprise," Jericho said as Marilyn closed the door behind her.

"Well, it's going to be even more of a surprise, I'm afraid. First off, I'm obviously aware of some of what Marilyn's been up to, but I'm not a local. I came here on the same ship she did, and I'm an operative like she is. We kept it quiet, because if things blew up, I might be able to get away."

"So why are you here, then?" Lucy asked.

Peter sighed, heavily. "Things just blew up. Prince Chase has been captured."

"WHAT?" Jericho and Lucy replied in shock.

"And it's our job to rescue him," Peter added.

"I'm not sure I understand," Jericho said.

"Well, sit down, and I'll tell you what I know," Peter said, motioning to the couch. "Before you ask, I have no idea about the circumstances of his capture. What I do know is, a ship named The Mersey has him onboard. No one beyond us knows they're heading here, or that they have him aboard. They'll be here in approximately twenty-four days. There are other assets working on the problem. They believe there'll be a big show trial in the People's Hall of Justice. Beyond that, nothing yet."

"So what do they want us to do?" Lucy asked.

"Figure something out? They don't want a big stand-up battle, they don't want guns blazing, and they don't want anything that might get Prince Chase killed. They also don't want to expose any more of our intelligence apparatus here than they have to. But right now, nobody here knows what's going to happen in a little over three weeks, beyond the four of us and some of the other assets on planet, which means we have an advantage here. We can make plans, and we can put things in place long before it would raise anybody's concerns."

"I don't know, that's a lot to ask. Security’s going to be insane," Jericho said thoughtfully.

"Well, what if you were the one in charge of it?" Marilyn said.

"I don't see how I'd get picked."

"Maybe if you were the only candidate?" Peter suggested. "We've got three weeks to get rid of any competition, and killing them is very much on the table, Jericho. This is our future emperor we're talking about here. Everything and anything is on the table."

"Okay, but saying we do this, how are we going to get him out?"

"Same way we got in," Marilyn said.

"We've got access to a lot of assets," Peter said. "I suspect there are a few warships we can call on if we have to."

"We gotta do it, hon. We took an oath," Lucy said, turning to look at her husband.

Jericho sighed. "Yeah, we did, didn't we? Should we call the others?"

"Not until we need them. First, let's figure out what we need to learn. I think detailed maps and drawings of The People's Hall of Justice, and everything in the area is where we need to start."

"We'll also need a full personnel listing of everyone working in Intelligence and Homeland Security that might be involved in this, or assigned to it," Peter added, "so we can try to figure out how to get you on the team."

"This is going to take some doing," Jericho said with a sigh.

"Maybe, but no one’s going to suspect anything, because nobody knows what we know."

Jericho suddenly sat up straight. "I think I have an idea."

"Oh? Care to share?"

"There's been a lot of concern over transmission security over the last few weeks. I think I should suggest an audit. I'll even suggest I start with the People's Hall, because there's nothing going on in there right now, so we wouldn't be bothering anybody while we develop our techniques."

Peter looked at Marilyn, who shrugged. "Signals intelligence was never my thing."

"Well, that's as good a place as any to start," Peter said with a nod.

#

"Wow, your secretary sure is good-looking, Dad," Jacob said after they sat down in Neill's office and Leanne left, closing the door behind her.

"One of the perks of the job, Jacob. When you're the most powerful man in the universe, whatever you want, you get."

"Well, I definitely think I'm going to want a few like her when I get older," Jacob said with a grin. Neill was pleased that his son was already noticing girls. He'd begun filling out a few months ago, and was starting another growth spurt. With his birthday coming next week, Neill was pleased to see that his son was becoming a man.

"Anything?" Jacob asked, glancing back towards the door.

Neill laughed. "I'm still using that one, Jacob, but if you want her when I'm done with her, you can have her. I wouldn't worry too much; as the women around here find out you're my son, the one who's going to one day inherit my position, you'll be getting all the interest you can handle."

Jacob nodded slowly. "Yeah, Mom's been mentioning that a lot lately. Is it true that they all want something?"

"Yes, they all want to sleep with the man in charge, and they want to make you theirs. Just remember, you can promise them whatever they want, just don't ever deliver. Well, not on the big ones. Some girls, they're smart. They know their place. They're not the kind to cause you troubles. But some? Some will think if you bed 'em, they own you. Sometimes you have to correct them so they understand their true place in the world."

"Mom's not like that, is she, Dad?"

Neill smiled. "No, Christine is a very special woman and a close friend."

"Is that why you divorced her?"

"That’s part of the reason I still visit and spend time talking with her. We found that living together was just not for us. You do know she's not your biological mother?"

Jacob nodded. "She told me that, but nothing else."

"Yes, well, your biological mother died in a terrible accident, only it wasn't really an accident. There were people who didn't approve of our relationship because I was only an MP—member of Parliament, that is—back then, and she was somebody very special. Thankfully, we were able to save you, Jacob. I know she would’ve been very happy to know you survived. She and Christine, your mother, were good friends. That's why Christine agreed to help me raise you. It's also why she doesn't like to talk about your biological mother's death. It bothers her still."

"Why?"

"As I said, there were people who disapproved of our relationship, and would have disapproved of you, as well. One of these days, I'll tell you about it. But let's not mar your first day here in my office with sad stories from the past."

"What about the people who don't like me? Should I watch out for them?"

"Oh, no, they're all dead now. That's another thing about being the most powerful man in the universe, Jacob—you can get rid of your enemies. And when it comes to you, Jacob, I made sure to get rid of every one."

"Thanks, Dad," Jacob said with a touch of emotion in his voice.

"You're very welcome. Now, let's go see what they're up to in Parliament."

"We can just go in there? My teachers tell me that's where everything important happens!"

Neill smiled. "We can go wherever I want. Come. I haven't walked the halls in years; I think you'll find this interesting."

Neill took Jacob up to the actual Parliament room, which was for the most part empty. There were always a few members up there, recording speeches or getting something on the record to make their constituents happy. All of them were quite happy to meet Jacob and make his acquaintance, or in the case of Jocquim, they acted that way.

"He doesn't like you, that Jocquim guy, does he, Dad?"

Neill laughed, pleased that his son had picked that up rather easily. "No, no he doesn’t. Glad to see you noticed."

"Well, why haven't you gotten rid of him?"

"Because he's easy to manipulate and always bows to pressure."

"And why's that important?"

"There are a great many people who follow him because of the things he claims to stand for, and many of the things he says. If I were to get rid of him, someone with an actual spine might take his place."

"So get rid of them, too."

"Yes, but then people might get upset, and riot, and all that, which is both annoying and expensive. It's a lot easier to control them if they believe the people representing them are doing more than selling them out."

"Wow! That's smart!"

"Yes, your father knows all about ruling the Republic and making sure his subjects stay at home, fat, dumb, and stupid, while doing what they're told."

"Can you teach me?" Jacob asked with a hopeful look.

"Jacob, I promise to do that and so much more!"

Over the next several hours, Neill made sure every member of Parliament got to meet Jacob and clearly understood he was Neill's son, and the same for many of the MPs’ aides, and many of the young women working in the secretarial pool. Neill could tell Jacob appreciated that. All the young ladies working there were obviously interested in Jacob, once they realized who he was, and how much power he had. Maybe in a few more months, he'd turn his son loose on them. But not just yet.

The last thing he did, after he made sure all the guards and their bosses knew about Jacob, was to call a meeting of his innermost circle. While they'd all met Jacob before, a short meeting to go over a few minor concerns would be a good start to Jacob's education.

#

Captain Witner stood in front of the camera on the bridge. The last two weeks had been difficult. They'd taken a fair bit of damage to their ships in their efforts to minimize the damage to the surface. Then they'd had to engage in a lot of rescue efforts and medical support.

On top of all of that, morale was low, because everyone knew something had happened to Chase, and Witner found himself regretting the loss of his 'prince'. Chase had very much made his mark on the Wolfhounds. He worked hard, was always upbeat, had a lot of charisma, and had very clearly connected with all the people aboard. Something Witner had never quite realized the scope of.

Chase had obviously been working a lot harder at playing the role he'd been assigned than they'd realized. So once they got underway, he had no choice but to address everyone on board.

He heard the All Hands go out as everyone was called to attention to attend the fleet captain's address. For the first time in a very long time, he wasn't looking forward to what he had to say, but he knew, he just knew that Chase would be giving him grief if he didn't do something to restore his people's faith, restore their morale. That he, Captain Witner, owed it to his people to get out there and put a good face on what was going on.

"This is your fleet captain speaking," Witner said, staring into the camera. "Yes, the rumor is true, Prince Chase was captured during the bombardment, when the crews of one of the ships he saved ambushed him and took him prisoner. No, he’s not dead, but yes, he is being held captive."

Captain Witner sighed for a brief second.

"We don't believe the people who did this were government operatives; we believe they were going after the bounty. We know the name of the ship, and where it's going, as well as a fair bit about the crew. They’re going to Cor Imperii." He paused a moment to let that sink it. "We’re fairly certain what will happen when Prince Chase gets there, however—" Captain Witner paused briefly and gave a faint smile. "—there are a few things in our favor. First is, the ship wasn’t able to get a message off. So no one on Cor Imperii knows he’s coming.

"Second, we have assets in the area, though I can’t go into detail. They were all alerted within forty-eight hours. They’ve been ordered to do what they must to rescue Prince Chase, and they have three weeks to prepare.

"So don’t think we're not doing anything; we are doing something, something immediate. There’s one last thing I need to address, however: Chase is not the only member of House Morgan we’ve been in contact with. With Chase's help, we have found other Morgans who are still very much alive. In true Morgan fashion—" Witner gave a put upon sigh "—Prince Chase objected vehemently to anyone else being told about them. Loudly. In my face." Witner shook his head. " I admit, that wasn’t an easy thing to take, but I could see then why he insisted, and I understand it even better now.

"Our prince is a combat soldier. Like all combat soldiers, he understood the risk he faced every time he went out. He didn’t want the others exposed to that risk. He wanted them kept someplace safe—where, if the worst did come to pass for him, we could retrieve them. Yes, I hope we’re able to save our prince. Understand, however, that if we don’t, we will carry on, we’ll pay them back for whatever they do to him, and we will see a Morgan, a Morgan our prince approved of, returned to the throne of the empire! I swear this as your commander!

"Dismissed."

The cheers from the crew on the bridge behind him made him twitch. Felice, his wife, shot him a thumbs up and a smile as she listened to something on headphones. Taking a deep breath, he steadied himself, turned to the bridge crew, and nodded, then strode off to his quarters.

"Captain’s off the bridge!"

The first thing he did when he stepped inside was grab a bottle of good scotch, unscrew the top, and take a long pull.

"Drinking on duty?" Felice teased as she stepped in.

"It's medicinal," he replied and held the bottle out.

"Don't mind if I do," she said and took a quick pull.

"So, how'd I do?"

"They were cheering on the hangar decks, Ken. I daresay, even Chase would’ve been impressed. They needed to hear what you had to say, and they're all better for it."

"Me, too. With us about to put a twelve-year-old kid on the throne, we're going to need someone like Chase to get out there and be his public face. We know he can do it, and he's one of the few people we know we can trust to do it right."

Witner sighed and shook his head. "The sad part about what you just said is I don't think any of us really understood that until now, after it's too late. That young man worked his ass off for us and never hesitated to put his life on the line when he had to, no matter the cost."

"Well, he ain't dead yet, and Jill told me something she hasn't shared with anyone outside her intelligence team, and even there, only her senior analysts know it."

"What's she been holding out on telling us?"

"They've managed to get several people embedded deep in Neill's government. Apparently both Combs and that ensign we were worried about have been bribing, kidnapping, and interrogating a lot of government officials. They even executed one, and set another up to be killed by Neill's people."

"I think that's the best news I've heard all week."

"You and me both."


Aboard The Mersey

Several Weeks Later

Chase looked around his cell, which was how he thought of the cabin they had him welded into. He'd been to jail enough times that he'd learned how to cope, but still, he wouldn't miss this place when he left.

He'd gotten out of the skintight undersuit with the open crotch the second day he was there and spent a day washing it out in the small sink. He only wore the shorts now, since they'd given him a blanket. They'd also been more than happy to cut him back to two meals a day when he asked. As it was, he spent half his day exercising to keep from getting fat, and to stave off boredom.

He was fortunate that they'd turned on the entertainment system for him. That also helped, though he was spending a lot of time reading criminal law procedures and the like. While he didn't doubt they'd change the rules, or just ignore them where he was concerned, he figured he'd spent his life making other people's lives difficult when they'd angered him. Why stop now?

He still had his armored vac suit stashed in the corner, and the fancy knife Claire had given him. Some nights, he slept with it in his hand. Not because he was afraid of anything, but because the link to her made it easier to sleep sometimes. He had no illusions about what was coming, but dammit if he'd give any of these assholes the satisfaction of seeing him crack.

"Breakfast!" one of the girls said. He stopped doing sit-ups and turned to face her. He didn't miss her checking him out; the shorts didn't hide anything, after all.

"Thanks, Marie," he said as she slid the tray through. Picking it up, he sat cross-legged on the floor and looked her over as he ate.

Marie was very pretty and filled out her shipsuit nicely. All four of the women aboard The Mersey were good looking. He’d also learned all four of them took turns in the captain's bed and the engineer's bed, but only three of them ever spent time with Troy.

"Date with Troy last night?" he asked in a soft voice as he quickly ate.

Marie nodded and sighed while touching the bruise on her face. "He got a lot rougher last night than he usually does. I’ve got a few more of these under my clothes."

"Why do you sleep with him?"

She sighed and shook her head. "Now? Because I'm expected to, I guess? I mean, originally the things he did, the touch of fear, the pain, the pleasure…" She shook her head again. "It really messed with my head, and I'd be lying if I said I wasn't getting off on it. But after a while—" she shrugged "—I don't enjoy it anymore. Last night, it was just pain."

"Ciri and Helen still like it, though, don't they?" Chase asked, looking up from his food for a moment.

Marie nodded. "I don't get it, either. Helen's gotten marked up by him several times already, and the next morning, she's all but hanging off him. Then again, after Helen, he usually sleeps with Ciri next, and she's always happy the next morning, though I've yet to see her with any real bruises."

"Spend more time with the captain and Tom, and drop a few hints that you want to be with them rather than Troy; that you feel safer with them. Whatever you do, don't show fear with Troy."

"You think he's going to get worse?" Marie asked a little nervously.

"He's not really crew, he's just traveling to Cor. What do you think?"

"I think you're right," she said with a heavy sigh. Then she suddenly perked up a little as Chase heard a hatch open. A moment later, the captain was standing there as Marie squatted, waiting for Chase to finish eating and return the tray and utensils. All this time, and Chase still had no idea what the captain's name was. He suspected the crew didn't know, either.

"We're less than a week out," the captain said, looking down at Chase.

Chase nodded and swallowed, then set his knife and fork down, and pushed the tray back to Marie.

"I've been getting that feeling. How are we going to do this?"

The captain chuckled as Marie gathered up everything. "What's that supposed to mean?" he asked as she quickly left.

"Do you want me to put the vac suit back on? Just wear these shorts?" Chase shrugged. "There's gonna be cameras, reporters, people from the government. How do you want to play it?"

"I'm surprised you care."

"Hey, you've been nice to me; a lot better than I expected, to be honest. I've always been a straight up guy. Comes from growing up in a street gang. So why should I mess with you?"

"Because we're delivering you to your death?"

"No, that's Troy. He's the guy who talked all of ya' into doing this. You know he's some sort of agent, right?"

The captain nodded. "Yeah, he's not too hard to figure out."

"You know he's going to kill one of the girls on you if you're not careful?"

"I can always get another cook."

Chase shook his head. "He'd take Joyce if you hadn't made it clear she's off the menu, but no, it'll be Helen."

The captain hunkered down a little, squatting. "Helen? Why her?"

"Because she's into it."

"Ciri's into it, as well; why not her?"

"Ciri's into it because she knows Troy likes to kill women. She admires what he is, and he likes the audience. Helen likes it because she's into pain, and the thought that one of these days he's going to kill her gets her off."

"So what do you suggest?"

Chase raised his hands. "Not my decision. Just trying to pay you back for treating me well. You didn't have to, but you did. I've been in jail before, and there's an unwritten rule about being nice to the guards who are nice to you."

"Why's that?"

"Less beatings," Chase said with a chuckle. "The Empire City constables and their prison guards aren’t afraid to knock heads if you step out of line when you're in custody. Once was all it took for me to learn that lesson!"

The captain chuckled as well.

"I'll keep that in mind. What are your thoughts, then, on how we should present you?"

"If the skinsuit I had on wasn't the kind with the big open area, I'd say just that and some shoes of some sort. But seeing as it is, maybe a pair of pants to go with it?"

"Why would you want to wear that?"

"Because it's got the Morgan House family crest on the chest. Everyone will know immediately who I am. Also, I'm sure Speaker Neill’s going to want me to look all nice and fancy, so after he's tortured and beat me, I'll look it, and he can show everyone how far I've fallen."

"And the other reason?"

"Because it'll hurt less if someone decides to put a beating on me when you hand me over."

"Considering the number of scars on you, I guess you know all about that."

Chase just gave a small nod.

"Honestly, I'm surprised you haven't tried to break out and take over the ship or some other nonsense."

"And then what? I don't know how to fly a ship, Captain."

"If I put you and Troy in a room, and gave you each a knife, who do you think would win?"

"Now that's an odd question, Captain."

"Humor me."

"Not Troy."

"What if it was me?"

"Sorry, Captain."

"That sure of yourself?"

"Captain, a lot of these scars are from knife fights. I grew up in a street gang. I've killed more people than Troy has. Yeah, I suspect you retired from some line business just as nasty as the one Troy's in, but there's a difference between training and daily survival."

"Any other last words of advice?"

"Make sure everyone knows who you've got on board? Get the media there?"

"Reason?"

"So they have to pay you," Chase said with a grin. "If I'm gonna be sold to my death, I'd at least like to see you get paid!"

"You think they'll try to balk?"

"I spent the last year of my life living with the same kind of people. Yeah, if they can get out of it, they will."

Nodding, the captain stood back up. "Those were my thoughts exactly. Thanks for the insight on Helen. I have no intention of having to replace Marie, either. My ship, my crew."

"Thanks, Captain."

"Oh, don't go thanking me yet!"

#

Troy gave his head a shake. Something didn't seem quite right, but he was waking up quickly. Opening his eyes, he had to close them quickly, as there was a light right above him, and he'd looked into it by accident. He tried to sit up and rub his face but found both his body and his arms were restrained!

"What's the meaning of this!" he asked loudly.

"Ah, you're awake!" a voice said from a speaker nearby.

Opening his eyes a bit more cautiously this time, he was able to raise his head enough that he wasn't blinded and could see that he was in an otherwise dark room. The light above him was the only illumination he could see, and he was facing a corner.

"What's this all about, Captain?" he said as he recognized the voice. "Do you have any idea who I am?"

"Oh, I know all about you, Troy Halken."

"Then you know things will go badly for you if you don't let me go!"

"Oh, don't get ahead of yourself here, Agent Halken. You see, no one knows you reboarded the ship at Hoor, so no one knows you're here. I suggest you keep that in mind."

"How do you know about me, then?" Troy said, thinking back to the agent who'd put him aboard on Amber.

"I'll admit, I had my suspicions when we were told we had to take you. Then of course, when you showed up with that bag of weapons, well, a quick inquiry answered all my questions. That you're supposed to be dead? Oh, that makes this so much easier."

"What are you talking about?"

"Troy, part of the reason some of my crew find the things you do so interesting is because of the sorts of things we do aboard The Mersey. Now one of those things—and I'll admit, it's a big money maker for us—is we host fights."

"You what?"

"Host fights. Sometimes they're between willing opponents, and sometimes we just throw a couple of passengers in the box. A lot of times, I'll take someone who’s angered me, and they get to face me."

"So you're saying you're going to fight me?"

The captain laughed over the speaker. "Troy, why would I want to do that, when I have a much better opponent aboard?"

Troy felt the blood rise to his face in anger.

"If I kill him, we're all out a fortune!"

"No, if you kill him, you get to explain to your bosses that he died while trying to escape, and you get to be famous as the man who killed the rebel, upstart prince.

"Assuming, of course, he doesn't kill you first."

"You'd throw away thirty million credits just to watch me kill him?"

"Oh, when the recording of the fight hits the black market, I think I'll be making a lot more than thirty million, Troy."

"What?"

"We record these and sell them, obviously. That's the real reason we were waiting around on Hoor. We needed a victim. Because you were put on us by the authorities, the really nice fight we'd planned on had to be postponed. But then you show up, and with the most wanted man in the galaxy. Oh, the people are going to love this one! Famous Secret Police Agent Troy Halkin, notorious for torturing dozens of women to death, versus Prince Chase Morgan, former street gang member and criminal extraordinaire!"

"You're insane!"

"No, I'm very rich and about to get much richer."

Troy felt his chair suddenly turn, and Ciri's voice came over the speaker.

"Ladies and Gentlemen! For today's offering, we have something a little more than just a knife fight to the death! To your left on the screen, we have the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria's Special Security Agent, Troy Halkin!

"Troy’s well known for the many successful missions where he assassinated many people, both innocent and guilty! But Troy is especially well known by his fellow agents and other members of the military arm of Homeland for capturing, raping, and torturing innocent women to death. Tapes of his exploits can be found all over the black market, and in the archives of Homeland Security.

"To your right, we have our very special guest today, Prince Chase Morgan! Not only is Chase the most wanted man in the Republic, he’s also the current heir to the Morgan Empire! As all of you know, Chase grew up in Empire City, a member of the most powerful and violent street gang there. You've all seen the long list of crimes for which Chase has been arrested, and he’s confided in us that he's killed a lot more people than even the constables suspected!"

Troy's eyes widened as he saw a reclining seat like the one he was strapped to rotate on the other end of the room, with a light above it. Sure enough, it had the fake prince strapped to it. Chase was wearing only a pair of shorts, which Troy suddenly realized was all he was wearing, as well. There was a knife sitting in Troy's lap, and he didn't doubt his opponent had one, as well.

"Hey, why does he get a knife?" Troy asked.

"Because that's the one you let him smuggle aboard when you didn't search him," Ciri's voice said cheerfully as the restrains suddenly released all at once.

"What if we refuse to fight?" Troy asked.

"Looking at Prince Chase, I think he might be a tad angry at you for shooting him in the back after he saved our lives, Troy."

Troy hadn't missed that the moment the straps let go, Chase left the chair and got to his feet. He had his eyes on Troy as he did some stretches. Swearing, Troy got out of the chair quickly, as well, almost dropping the knife in his scramble. The lights came up slowly as Chase walked casually towards him.

"You don't have to do this," Troy said, moving forward slowly and getting into a fighting stance.

"But I want to do it, Troy," Chase told him in a soft voice. "Just like you want to kill Helen. Just like you want to beat Marie. Just like you wanted to do those things to all those defenseless women."

Troy gave a slight start as Chase looked at him. There was no emotion on his face, nothing.

Then suddenly there was a burning in his left arm, Chase was on top of him, and Troy was fighting for his life, swinging at him with his knife, and trying to backpedal away as fast as he could. Chase was blocking his attacks with his good arm, but he didn't try to stab Troy again, as Troy quickly backed off, then looked at his arm, which was bleeding from the bicep where Chase had stuck his knife clean through, just missing the bone!

"You bastard!" Troy screamed as the pain hit.

"Well, yes, everyone knows that about me, Troy."

"I'll kill you!"

"You mean you'll try to kill me. I could’ve ended you, Troy. I could’ve ended you then and there."

"Yeah? Then why didn't you? Afraid?" Troy asked with a sneer.

"No, I'm just a mean bastard who wants to watch you suffer. Suffer and die. Just like you did to all those women you killed. Now you get to feel what it's like to know there's no hope, that no one’s going to save you."

"They'll kill you for this!"

"No, they're going to kill me because I'm a Morgan. No one’s going to care that you're dead, Troy." Chase hunkered down and reversed his grip on the knife, letting it stick down out of his fist. "Now, let's play."

Snarling, Troy attacked, closing the distance, and stabbing as he did. He couldn't use his left arm as much as he wanted to, but he could still move, and he still had his knife. He'd teach this little street rat bitch a lesson. Once he got him down, he'd carve his guts out!

Chase watched Troy carefully. The man had a few moves, but he obviously never practiced, as they didn't flow from one to the next. There was a brief hesitation between attacks, as he had to think about what he was doing, or what he was going to do next. Even without the speed he got from being an Imperial, Chase knew Troy wasn't much of a threat.

Still, it was a knife fight, and you could win and still get hurt. Plus, he wanted Troy to suffer. Troy was a bully. Chase had suffered a lot at the hands of bullies. He was going to enjoy this.

Troy continued his attacks, trying to work Chase into a corner, but Chase kept moving around him, keeping the fight in the center of the room. He couldn't hit the fraud bastard, but the kid didn't seem to be able to hit him, either. Pausing a moment to catch his breath and think about what he was doing, he suddenly found Chase inside his arm's reach as his knife hand was batted away, and Chase cut him across the chest! Then before he could try and grab him, he felt a burning down his left arm as Chase backed out of knife range.

"Scared yet?" Chase whispered, and Troy backed off a bit more, checking himself. He had a cut across his chest, a deep cut. He was pretty sure it’d hit one of the ribs, from how much it was bleeding. There was another cut that ran the length of the inside of his left arm. It must have hit something important, as he couldn't close his left hand anymore, and his arm was really dripping blood now.

"I'm not afraid of you! I'll kill you and gut you like a fish. Then I'll make you my bitch while I slit your throat!"

"Eww, you screw dead bodies? Wow, you really are a sicko, aren't you?" Chase said, making a face.

Troy lunged forward with an overhead attack, screaming as he threw himself at Chase. A moment later, he was rolling on the floor, doubled over in pain. Chase had not only blocked his attack, he'd kicked him in the balls. Who knew a bare foot could hurt so much?

"Wow, you're pathetic, you know that, Troy? No wonder you prey on women. I bet you have to drug 'em first so they can't fight you off."

Troy watched as Chase just stood there, tapping his bare foot and waiting.

"If you don't stand up soon, I'm going to kill you where you lay, coward."

Gasping, Troy rolled to his knees, then cried out in pain as he tried to use his left arm. He had to use his right to get up, but he had to be careful not to lose the knife. What made things even worse was they were slowly turning the lights back down, probably to make it more interesting if they fought in the dark. He thought about that and smiled. Maybe in the dark, he'd have a better chance against this bastard.

Getting back into a fighting stance, Troy hunkered down low, keeping his knife at the ready in a point lead. He shuffled across the sticky floor to where Chase was waiting. He panted heavily, each breath bringing him pain, trying to get his wind back as he focused on his enemy.

Chase watched as Troy moved slowly towards him. The first wound in his arm had cost Troy a lot of blood, and the cut across the chest even more. He’d cut the tendons on the inside of his left arm just because he could, and he was sure it hurt. He wasn't sure whether Troy's panting was due more to blood loss, or the pain of having his balls all but crushed, but he wasn't going to drop his guard and get suckered in. If he got himself messed up, the captain might decide on a double feature, and Chase wasn't in the mood for any more games.

He let Troy 'push' him around the room for another minute, then he came in fast, cut Troy across the forehead, and made feints at Troy, who almost fell over as he tried to retreat.

"Slowing down? Ready to die already?" Chase whispered. "What's it like to be afraid? Are you enjoying it?"

Troy gasped and tried to say something, but the knife kept going by his eyes, and he wasn't fast enough to block it. He was so worried about the knife, he didn't even see the fist that punched him in the face so powerfully, he went down hard. Rolling over, he tried crawling; he had to get away from the bastard before he was killed!

He'd gotten maybe a yard when he felt his right leg grabbed. Just when he thought he was going to be dragged, he screamed as he felt a knife cut across the back of his ankle.

"No more walking for you I guess, huh?" Chase said as he dropped the leg.

"You sick bastard!" Troy screamed, then he screamed again as Chase crushed his right elbow with a foot.

"Takes one to know one," Chase said as he kicked the knife away that Troy had dropped. "So, ready for your big finale?"

"I'm not afraid of you, you sick, lying fraud! They're going to kill you! They're going to torture you to death and kill you! You'll die screaming!"

Grabbing Troy by the hair, Chase dragged him across the floor towards one of the cameras.

"Yup, they're going to make me suffer, and they'll broadcast my death to the entire Republic. Millions—hell, billions are gonna watch me die, Troy. Probably be the most famous execution in history. You? They'll just remember you as some piece of trash I ganked with less trouble than it takes to wipe my ass in the morning after taking a shit."

Pulling Troy up off the floor with a grunt, Chase steadied him before the camera, his face maybe three feet away.

"Ready for your closeup?" Chase whispered in Troy's ear.

Troy felt the cold blade touch the side of his neck. His eyes went wide in panic as he screamed.

"Nooooo—"

The blood flowed as the very expensive knife Claire had gifted him cut all way back to Troy's spine as Chase pulled it slowly across his neck, his final scream turning into a burble of blood as his lungs exhaled and sprayed blood everywhere, filling the camera's view, along with the wide and panicked eyes on Troy's face which quickly lost the spark of life as Troy died.

Dropping the body to the floor, Chase sighed and took a step back.

"And we have a winner!" Ciri's voice said over the speaker. "Prince Chase Morgan!"

"The one and only." Chase sighed, looking down at the body on the ground. "Thanks, Captain."

"You're welcome. You've just made me a very rich man, and in a couple of days, you'll make me even richer."

"Uh-huh. Oh, I want the knife back," Chase said as he set it down on the floor. "Sheath, too. It was a gift from a friend."

"I see you remain optimistic."

"The universe hates me too much to let me die that easily, Captain."

He heard the captain laugh as a faint hissing filled the room.

"Better sit down; the stuff works fast," Ciri told him.

Chase actually managed to lay down on his back before he lost consciousness.

#

"What the hell?" Chase asked as he opened his eyes. He was lying on a bed, a comfortable one compared to what he'd been living on the last four weeks. The room looked a lot like the one he'd been in, only, nicer, a lot nicer.

"Morning, sleepyhead," Marie said, coming over to him and putting her hands on his bare chest.

"What's going on, Marie?"

"What's going on is, tomorrow we drop out into the Cor Imperii System, and about ten hours after that, we'll land, and you'll get turned over. But the captain decided to give you a little reward for winning first, so we're locked in here together, and I want to thank you very much for saving me."

"I still think he was going to kill Helen."

"I'm thanking you for that, as well." Marie grinned. "The captain, of course, suspects Troy probably would’ve killed all of us. He found a canister of nerve gas in Troy's room."

"Oh, when did that happen?" Chase asked, rolling over and noticing Marie wasn't wearing anything but a pair of panties.

"When he searched Troy's belongings, quite some time ago."

"Smart man. Now, how about we celebrate?" Chase said with a smile.

"Yes, I want to give you something to remember for the rest of your life!"


Cor Imperii

Empire Spaceport

Chase walked down the ramp from the ship in a pair of jeans, soft shoes, and his skin suit, with the Morgan House crest clearly visible. There was press and cameras everywhere. He would’ve waved, but his hands were securely cuffed behind his back. They wouldn't let him out of Marie's room until after he'd put them on.

Still, he smiled for the cameras as the captain led him over to the waiting delegation of Homeland Security officers.

What surprised him the most was that Speaker Neill was there, along with a young boy that looked somewhat like him. Chase found that most curious.

The captain stopped, and two rather large Homeland officers stepped forward, grabbed Chase by the arms, and moved him off to the side. Speaker Neill stepped forward, and smiling at the captain, shook hands with him.

"Thank you, Captain, and all your crew, for risking your own health and welfare for the Democratic People's Republic of Solaria. It gives me great pleasure to reward you, and each member of your crew, for the service you have done in bringing this criminal to justice."

"Thank you, sir, and I must say, it is a privilege and an honor to meet you and shake the hand of the man who freed us from the tyranny we once lived under."

Neill smiled widely and, taking the envelopes he was handed, he personally gave one to the captain, and then to the other five members of the crew. He knew the captain was a retired member of one of his political 'action' committees, a man who’d served him well, and it pleased him to see the man was still faithful and respectful. Any thought of trying to stiff him or his crew had fled when he’d learned who he was. Plus, it wasn't all that much money when you thought of what he was getting for it.

That done, he turned and walked over to the fake prince, the so-called Chase Morgan, whose real name was Chase Collis.

"So, Chase Collis, we meet at last," Neill said with a big smile. "Not, however, the way you pictured it, I assume?"

"You know, you're much shorter in person than I would’ve imagined," Chase said, looking down at Neill, who was obviously wearing lifts in his shoes to make himself look taller than he actually was. "What are those? Three inch lifts, or four? No wonder you walk funny! Explains why you look so much bigger on—" Chase's voice cut off as he was hit in the back with a shock rod, and his whole body went rigid.

"Take this piece of scum to prison," Neill growled. "Teach him some manners while you're about it."

"Yes, sir!" the officers said and dragged Chase off.

"What are you going to do to him, Daddy?" Jacob asked.

"I'm going to make him suffer."

"Can I watch?" Jacob asked hopefully.

"Of course you can!"

#

"Wow, I guess Chase said something he didn't like," Kerry said as they sat around the captain's dayroom and watched the special broadcast from Cor Imperii.

"Yeah, well, it's Chase," Jill said with a sigh. "Next time we see him on a broadcast, look for bruises."

"I'm waiting to see the schedule for his trial," Felice replied. "They're going to want to milk this, we all know that."

"Well, they're not going to wait too long; if they don't start the propaganda show with the usual bread and circuses, people might get unruly."

"I'm wondering what trouble we're going get from Savitri," George said. "Everyone down there is going to know within the hour that we've lost our prince."

"Might be time to call Claire and tell her to meet us at the Tomb with Michael?"

Captain Witner shook his head. "No, not yet. I want to get an idea of how their treatment of Chase is going to play here. Everyone just saw Speaker Neill hurt someone in his custody, someone who was no threat. Someone who was bound and helpless against him."

"You're thinking it'll help us?" Jill asked with a thoughtful look.

"I'm thinking we need to find out. I also want to give your folks a chance to execute their plans and see how that goes. Lieutenant Commander Combs has issued some fairly interesting orders, according to the logs I've been reviewing. I very much want to see how it all plays out.

"Anyway, you're all dismissed. There'll be issues to deal with as everyone aboard sees this. We'll all have our hands full for the next twenty-four hours, I'm sure."

Nodding, they got up and filed out of the room—except for Felice, of course.

"So what do you think?" she asked him.

"I'd like to know who the young boy was standing next to Neill. This isn't the kind of thing you bring your kid to."

"Well, it is if you're a first-rate bastard," Felice replied.

"And we all know Speaker Phillip T. Neill is most definitely that."

#

Claire screamed when she saw the footage, loud enough that it drew everyone to the room.

"Why, that stupid idiot bastard!" she fumed.

"Who, Chase?" Michael asked as he stared at the image.

"No, Fleet Captain Witner! When I get my hands on him, he's going to wish Neill's people had gotten to him first!"

"I get him next," Josephine Pearson said, "because no matter what his explanation is, it ain't going to be good enough!"

"I need to send a message to Wolfhound Base and find out what the hell is going on," Claire said, still fuming as she paced back and forth.

"I'm not sure that's a good idea, Claire," replied Lieutenant Commander Yvette Portney, the captain of the Assault Carrier Ieyasu.

"Why not?" she growled.

"Because Fleet Captain Witner is no fool. If you demand an answer from him, he'll know there's going to be trouble with you, and he might send the rest of us orders we'd rather not get."

Claire stopped pacing and frowned. If they'd done this on purpose, Captain Witner would know Claire would be out for his head. If it was an accident, he might not be up to dealing with her accusations right now in the midst of all this.

It also made no sense to do this deliberately, because there was no upside to it for anybody other than Neill and his cronies.

"Fine, I won't send him a message," she said with a sigh. Maybe she'd send one to Artemis instead.

#

Katrina was sitting by herself in the mess, picking at her food. It had all but killed her when they'd lost Chase. Now that they'd all seen what was in store for him, she wasn't at all sure she could continue working. She'd spent several nights sleeping in his bed, so she could smell him. She'd even rescued a couple of his shirts before they'd been sent off to the laundry.

"You doing okay?" Commander Keene asked, sitting across from her at the table.

Katrina looked up. "Oh, hi, Keene."

"What's wrong? You've been moping around for weeks now, but today? Kat, I'm worried about you."

"Yeah, well, what's the point?"

"What's the point of what?"

"Carrying on? I mean, why should I care?"

"Kat, there's another heir! Trust me on that! I was there when Chase all but got in Witner's face about not taking them with us."

"I don't care about them." She sniffed.

"Then what is it?"

"It's Chase, dammit. I want him back."

Keene stopped a moment and suddenly got a very cold feeling.

"Why do you want him back? What were you doing with Chase, Kat?" he asked in a slow, soft voice.

"We were sleeping together." She sighed, shaking her head. "After Claire left to, to do whatever for him, take care of his relatives, I guess? I… I made a play for him, because I could see how sad he was and, well…"

"You slept with him?" Keene asked, eyes wide. He knew Katrina's rep; hell, he'd even bedded her in the past. If she'd bedded him, that meant…

"Yeah, we did the deed, but Keene…" She sighed heavily, then reached over the table, grabbed his hands, and looked him in the eye. "It was… I… he made me promise not to tell anyone, and after that, I guess I know why!"

"Because of his interface?" Keene asked slowly.

"It was overwhelming, Keene. Overwhelming! A duke doesn't even come close to what he is! It… I…"

Keene sat there, eyes wide, staring at Katrina. The shock of what she'd just said to him…

"Now I know why Claire was all over him," Katrina said with a sigh. "I've heard the stories; they don't even come close to the truth."

Keene nodded slowly. Something was going on here, something all of them had missed. He didn't know the why of it, but he knew what he had to do. He had to go find Jill and get her to tell the people on Cor Imperii they needed to save Chase at all costs, and he'd kill her himself if she didn't do it, or if she told the captain.

"I… I know they're trying to save him, Kat. I can't say much, because it's privileged information, but don't give up hope, okay?"

Katrina took a deep breath and sighed. "Thanks, Keene."

"Hang in there," he said, standing up.

"Leaving already?"

"I need to go talk to somebody."

End Book 3

(Please be kind and leave a review!)
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