
  
    [image: By Imperial Decree]
  


  
    
      By Imperial Decree

      ESTO Universe

    

    
      
        Angel Martinez

      

      
        Edited by Jude Dunn

        Cover by Freddy MacKay

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mischief Corner Books, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        About the Book You Have Purchased:

      

      

      This copy is intended for the original purchaser of this book ONLY. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission from the authors. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

      

      
        
        Cover Artist: Freddy MacKay

        Editor: Jude Dunn

      

      

      

      
        
        First Edition

        BY IMPERIAL DECREE: ESTO UNIVERSE © 2020 Angel Martinez

        All Rights Reserved.

        Published in the United States of America.

      

      

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: By Imperial Decree is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are fictionalized. Any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. The story contains explicit sexual content and is intended for adult readers.

      Any person depicted in the Licensed Art Material is a model and is being used solely for illustrative purposes.

      
        
        PUBLISHER

        Mischief Corner Books, LLC

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      An Imperial prince can only hide for so long—but his solution of a hastily invented engagement could backfire spectacularly.

      

      Marsh Kensinger's work as the utility mechanic for Bremen Station keeps his life interesting - but never quite as interesting as finding a pilot still hidden inside a hibernation drawer in what should have been a salvage craft. He knows he shouldn't get involved, but the Altairian Imperial crest on the private craft and the semi-conscious pilot's odd questions pique his always-whirling curiosity.

      

      Still unattached at a concerning age for an imperial son, Prince Shiro Shinohara hadn't been running from the endless, mind-numbing rounds of omiai his mother, the Empress, had mandated. Not exactly. He'd just wanted a break from persistent suitors at the family retreat on Ceti Tau. The short respite becomes a panicked flight for his life when one of the suitors stalking him attacks the family compound.

      

      Worried for the soldiers he was forced to leave behind, afraid there's a conspiracy to kidnap him, Shiro confides in the handsome mechanic who found him and in a moment of panic, concocts the fiction of a serious relationship with Marsh. It's only until Shiro's people can reach him and he can press charges back home. Marsh is willing to play along and Shiro's just going to have to keep himself together and not, under any circumstances, fall for the wonderful, generous man who refuses to stop helping him.

    

  


  
    Table of Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

    

    
      
        Thank you Readers!

      

      
        You May Also Enjoy…

      

      
        You May Also Enjoy…

      

      
        You May Also Enjoy…

      

      
        You May Also Enjoy…

      

      
        You May Also Enjoy…

      

      
        About Angel Martinez

      

      
        Also by Angel Martinez

      

      
        About Mischief Corner Books

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For my patient readers—the ones who always ask for more.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dried cranberries came tucked beside the rice porridge that morning. Marsh checked the dispenser history in his quarters. No, he hadn't requested anything beyond his normal meal items. He didn't have a note in there from Medical for supplemental dietary requirements. Weird. Maybe someone in Culinary had found a forgotten stockpile from a holiday shipment.

      Marsh shrugged, dumped the cranberries in the porridge, and ate in civilized bites instead of shoveling his breakfast in. No rush. Take your time.

      The reminder had become a mantra, one he had been repeating every day for the last year. He no longer lived in the Journey Mechanics' quarters, four to a room. He no longer had to stagger out of bed early in the morning after shifts that ran over, no longer had to hurry, hurry, hurry, since there were four people using one dispenser and one hygiene facility, and no longer had to rush to make it to shift changes in Maintenance Control.

      His schedule for the day popped up just as he'd settled in to read the station bulletins.

      1. Salvage Bay 12, see Supervisor Kaneer

      Marsh blinked at the single line—his entire schedule for the day. Huh. That could mean something complicated, or it could mean he just wasn't needed anywhere else that day. It happened, but only twice since he'd accepted the new position. He shrugged and dismissed his schedule. Most likely other things would come up.

      "Gally, check the hydrometers on the plants before we leave today." When his AI ferret scampered over, he bent and booped their nose. "And run the minisweep, please."

      As a child, he'd always had a mouse AI companion, but a ferret made more practical sense living on his own. He'd needed an AI who could reach sensors and press them for household tasks. Also, ferrets were adorable, galumphing and scurrying around. Gally investigated corners and scrabbled under counters, always searching for anything out of place, while Marsh pulled a blue coverall from the clean bin.

      The apartment node chimed, the five climbing notes of his mothers' arpeggio, and a message popped into the air above the bed.

      Did you fill out your needs assessment this month?

      He tapped out a quick Yes, Moms with an exasperated snort, which made Gally stop exploring to meep at him. "Nothing. Sorry."

      They would probably always worry. Maybe he should've taken the job on the Shetland instead of staying onstation. A mega barge wasn't the most exciting ship assignment, but at least his mothers would have been worrying a little farther away most of the time.

      No, it's fine. I like having them close. Maybe if I did some crafting or joined a social group, they wouldn't worry as much. Which always sounds good in my head… I'd rather stay here and read. Speaking of…

      Plenty of time still to check messages on the Pan-galactic Book Club. They tended to have several reads going at once, and since the last time Marsh had checked a few days ago, it looked like an active argument had stirred up over the one he hadn't read yet, Newt's Garden.

      Terpsichore: Too much dissonance between the fantasy elements and the apocalyptic setting

      Redmaus: In what respect?

      Terpsichore: The anthropomorphic characters belong in a children's picture book, not in a story about rebuilding a social structure after disaster. I found the simple language off-putting too.

      Redmaus: It's reminiscent of old Earth fables in that respect and allows the story to be told as a fable, as a metaphor, with that one remove of fantasy characters.

      TeaHerbert: I hated the cover.

      The discussion went on without TeaHerbert, which it often did. Marsh wondered, as he had many times, who these people were, what their lives were like. Everyone in book club discussed under pseudonyms for privacy, but he couldn't help making up stories about the members sometimes. Redmaus was his favorite—always patient and polite, though with definite opinions that Marsh agreed with most of the time.

      A chime brought him back to himself, letting him know it was time to get moving. He'd have to dig into what else Redmaus had been discussing later. One quick response, just so they know I'm still out here.

      Stationbookworm: Sounds like something I'd enjoy. Have to start on it after work.

      Redmaus didn't answer right away. Disappointing, but Marsh couldn't expect to be the center of the universe for a person he'd never met. If he thought about it too hard—the fact that he looked forward to talking to someone he only knew through text conversations more than the people he saw in real life—he'd just get depressed.

      He pressed the spot beside his right knee, his limbnet humming through its ponderous start-up sequence. Central Supply had his application for a new rig, but they had to prioritize immediate needs. His still worked fine once it got going, nothing urgent. Little prickles ran up both legs as the net came online, and Marsh stood slowly to be sure of his balance and joints.

      Still good.

      Dressed, breakfast cleaned up, he stomped into his work boots and grabbed his tool pack. "I shouldn't need you this morning, Gally, but I'll come back for you if I do. Be good today."

      Silly thing to say. Gally's programming ensured their best behavior when he was at work or asleep, with only little bouts of ferret behavior otherwise. Marsh shook his head at himself as he secured his quarters, then he powered up the mag-lev on his boots and skated off to work. The transport tubes were great for getting somewhere onstation fast, but most days he took the corridors, now that he could take his time.

      Though he did have to get all the way to Ring Five, so he couldn't delay too much.

      He glided silently through the E-4 habitat hallways, past his neighbors' doors, past the mini-gardens at each cross corridor and up the ramp to the E-5 level. From there, he only had a short skate to the concourse leading to Ring Four, and there he did stop for a few precious minutes. The concourse offered a 270-degree view of outside. It made a lot of stationers dizzy, which was why they took the tubes. Marsh tipped his head back and drank it in.

      All those stars. All the ships coming and going. Bremen Station was the only home he'd ever known, the only place he'd ever been, and he didn't have any illusions about how dependent he was on its rhythms and its environment. His daydreams still flung him out into the stars, though. To go out with the ships and breathe a different air, to experience a different way of living he only glimpsed in vids—it was strange. Aching for things he'd never known.

      An imperious beep startled him out of his thoughts of ships and far-flung planets. Marsh twisted around to find a yellow sweeper bot behind him. "Sorry, sorry. Didn't mean to block your route."

      He stepped to the side and the bot tweeted a two-note thank-you, but the daydream spell had shattered. Marsh resettled his pack and skated off again.

      After one more brief stop to admire his mothers' orange tree in the Ring Five apex courtyard, he made it to the salvage bay arm several minutes ahead of time. Supervisor Kaneer already stood beside a docked ship, probably the one in question, but he was almost certain she lived in the salvage bays.

      She broke off scowling at the ship to offer him a smile. "Morning, Marsh."

      "Morning, Mx. Kaneer. How can I help today?"

      "Well. Not sure if you can." She waved a broad, scarred hand at the ship, a sleek twenty-five meter runabout of an unfamiliar design. "Hoping your love of unusual tech might help us. We think it's Altairian."

      She thinks it is? "Um… where's the pilot?" He was afraid he knew the answer and wished he didn't have to hear it.

      Instead, the answer shocked him. "We don't know."

      Marsh blinked at her. "Oh?"

      "The Schipperke found the ship adrift. Bio scans say it's empty, but it could be shielded." Supervisor Kaneer scratched at her bristle-short hair. "Problem is we can't get inside to check. We'll have to cut through the hull if we can't get it open."

      Ah. Now the single item on his schedule made sense. Impossible to know how long this would take. "All right. Give me a few minutes and I should have a better idea."

      She gave him a terse nod and strode off to the next ship along the bay, barking instructions to her mechanics as she went.

      Scanner in hand, Marsh set his pack on the workbench and began a slow circuit of the hull. It certainly followed the basics of other Altairian designs—beautiful, fluid lines giving the appearance of seamless construction. There were echoes of Novasym fighters, those strange biotech creations that bonded symbiotically with their pilots, but this couldn't be one of those. At least, Marsh didn't think so. While sleek, it was too big for a two-man fighter.

      He circled again, this time checking under the fins and stabilizers. There. Under the port fin lay a symbol etched in red—a stylized chrysanthemum. Part of the puzzle, anyway.

      "Supervisor Kaneer?" Marsh straightened as she hurried over to crouch down and see where he pointed. "We've got an imperial noble's ship here."

      Inventive cussing erupted from under the fin as she spotted the Altairian imperial crest. She straightened with a huff. "Fuck. Now we can't cut into it, and we'll have to wait for some hotshot flyboy from the empress's court to open it. I can't have this thing taking up a berth for weeks."

      Marsh nodded absently. "Though maybe…"

      Supervisor Kaneer raised an eyebrow at him and spun her hand in a go-on motion.

      "The shape… it looks like a symbiont ship. It might have something like intelligence?"

      "What're you planning on doing? Talking to it?"

      "Um." Marsh cleared his throat, concentrating on the ship rather than her glower. "Yes, actually."

      "You're serious." Her eyes narrowed, but she wasn't scoffing.

      "I am. The ship probably responds to one specific pilot, but there has to be a way to open it in an emergency. I've read that some react to a set of keywords."

      For a few heartbeats, Supervisor Kaneer still glowered. Then she gave him a sharp nod. "Fine. Talk to the fancy, picky ship. I'll give you three hours."

      Marsh pulled a crate over and put a hand on the ship's nose as he took a seat. "Hello, pretty ship. I hope you're listening, since we're just trying to get inside to see if we can find out what happened to you."

      He pulled up the imperial family on his personal node and started reading off names. When he ran out of family members, he started listing imperial residences, then Altairian cities. He thought the ship quivered at Shikimi, but no door opened. Military ranks, victorious battles, and names of famous fleet admirals also resulted in no response.

      But it's probably not a military ship. Maybe something more civilian oriented. He tried Altairian foods, then musical instruments. Nothing. Musicians. Oh, crud, what if it's a song lyric? It could be anything.

      With half his allotted time remaining, though, giving up made no sense. Authors, poets, the first lines of some of the most revered Altairian poems—nothing. Since keywords could be something as simple as the owner's favorite color and names of pets, this didn't surprise Marsh. Still…

      Artists. He started with painters just to start somewhere. When he reached the neo-naturalist Anurak Sato, the ship shivered again.

      "Interesting. All right, ship. How about Shikimi Anurak Sato."

      The ship trembled violently but still didn't reveal a door.

      "Still not it, but we're close, right?" Marsh dug into Sato's work and found most of it focused on birds and flowers. Particularly one flower with a possible connection. "Shikimi Anurak Sato Chrysanthemum."

      A sigh escaped the ship as if it had been holding its breath. Soft crackling followed as a seam began to outline a door on the port side. Marsh held his own breath as he rose, hand still on the ship. The door slid open.

      He stood up on the crate and waved both arms over his head until Supervisor Kaneer glanced up and jogged over.

      "I can't believe you talked it open."

      "Me, either." Marsh gave the ship a side-eye. "Now I'm scared of accidentally saying something that'll trigger it to close again."

      Kaneer's eyes widened, then she nodded with a finger to her lips. She jogged off again and returned with a team of silent data techs whom she'd obviously instructed not to speak. Hand signals sent them to different parts of the ship, and Marsh followed them in since she didn't tell him to stay outside.

      The inside completely lived up to expectations. Fluid rose-gold surfaces trimmed in soft gray dominated the interior from the cockpit to the living areas at the stern. No boards or controls marred the sleek contours of the cockpit, all the controls most likely contained in the padded chair and on the silvered-out screen taking up the entire nose of the ship. Everything screamed wealth and unearned privilege so loudly that Marsh fought against a niggle of irritation. Different system, different culture—who was he to judge?

      Inset drawers and cabinets lined the walls starting just beyond the cockpit, from tiny cubbies to ones large enough…

      Hold on. He approached one of the big drawers near the deck plates, checking and rechecking his readouts. For thirty full seconds, he watched the intermittent blips before he stepped over and pulled on Supervisor Kaneer's sleeve. Life signs, he mouthed and pointed to the drawer when he had her attention.

      She frowned at the too-slow heartbeat and the heat signature that wasn't nearly warm enough before she sent one of her techs outside to call emergency assistance. The rest of them gathered close as she probed around the drawer until she found the right spot to press. The drawer clicked and slid on silent tracks, cold vapor crawling over its sides as it opened.

      The contents had them all staring a bit longer.

      A young man lay inside the drawer, so gray-pale he looked like a corpse, and Marsh would've thought just that if he wasn't registering a heartbeat. Thick, black hair lay across his shoulders. He still wore a scarlet flight suit and deck boots that hadn't seen much wear.

      He's gorgeous… Marsh couldn't help the thought. Their mystery pilot's face was fairy tale beautiful, even in his unnatural sleep. Like the prince who slept for hundreds of years. Was it a prince?

      Medics hustling onto the ship interrupted Marsh's drifting thoughts and he had to scramble to get out of the way. After a quick scan and vitals check, the medics bundled the pilot into an isolation gurney, then motioned them all outside.

      "Did anyone touch him?" the smaller, older medic asked through their respirator.

      "No one got that close," Supervisor Kaneer grumbled. "I don't have time for all these people to go to Decon right now."

      "I don't care what you have time for," Older Medic snapped. "We don't know what happened to this young man or why he's in this state. Wrap up and get to Decon. Now."

      Sighing and grumbling followed the order, but they all knew what they had to do to keep everyone on the station safe. Unknown microbes introduced to the station's closed system could just as easily be catastrophic as they could be harmless, and no stationer would take that kind of chance. Marsh, Supervisor Kaneer, the techs—everyone accepted an isolation suit from the medics and climbed inside them for the short trip to the nearest Medical Aid station. The suits were hot and claustrophobic, and Marsh hated trying to breathe through the filters, but better a few minutes discomfort than putting thousands of people at risk.

      From the stuffy heat of the isolation suits to the stinging cold of the sprays in the decon room to shivering while waiting for clothes to pass through the UV cycles, decon always seemed to last longer than its actual twenty minutes. He felt wrung out and done when he finally stepped out again, even though it wasn't even halfway through day shift.

      His curiosity wasn't even a little tired, though.

      I'll just see where they have him. Maybe come back and check how he's doing tomorrow.

      Even as he argued with himself, his feet took him toward the patient rooms, where he started peeking around corners. No one in the first room or the second. The Altairian pilot lay in the third room without an isolation shield, so microbe scans must have been negative. Marsh edged closer, guilt nibbling at him, since he hadn't asked if he could visit. At least the blue tinge had left the mystery pilot's lips and fingernails, his skin closer to golden than gray, though he still lay curled on his side the way he had in the drawer.

      Marsh didn't want to be creepy, staring at someone while he slept, but the thick dark lashes held his attention longer than they should have. He jerked back with a squeak when those eyes flew open, his heart hammering from surprise and not from guilt over being caught staring. Not at all.

      Eyes the color of walnut shifted restlessly and finally focused on Marsh. In a voice no more than a scratchy whisper, the pilot said, "Hello. Where is this?"

      It took effort to stop from sinking into those eyes and to formulate an answer. "Um, hey. You're on Bremen Station. They towed your ship in as salvage. Not that it's salvage now. Since they found you, I mean."

      "Are you one of Hengist's?"

      Those five words shunted Marsh out of his awkward spiral into complete confusion. "What?"

      "Did Hengist send
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