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INTRODUCTION

To kick off the wonderful month of February, I have a lot of great stories for you to enjoy and surprisingly enough not a single one of them is about love. Maybe one year I’ll do a romance edition of the magazine but until then, there are a lot of other enthralling stories for you to enjoy.

For example, I am really looking forward to be kicking off a brand-new short story “series” in these pages set in my Agents of The Emperor Universe following the work of Doctor Catherine Taylor. And if you’re familiar with the series then this introduces you to this critical character, because she was the woman behind the superhuman Angels of Death and Hope.

You can see her in the gripping stories Incoming Problem and Artifact Revelation. 

Then instead of following the good guys for a change, we get to explore the dark world of misinformation, corruption and spy work in the far future in the short story Hydra of Disinformation. Since we actually get to see how the mysterious Hydra Legion work.

That is a brilliant story that I loved writing.

Then we wrap up the science fiction short stories with the really fun This World before returning to one of my favourite series that I write. We return to the great world of Matilda Plum, superhero psychologist, as she tries to help a homeless person in Helping A Mind In The Past.

There are so many enthralling short stories that I know you’re in for a treat.

And that’s all before we get to the brilliant, brand-new novellas in the form of Hunt a compelling science fiction adventure book investigating the culture of the Knifer Legion whilst they hunt for one of the most dangerous women in the galaxy.

Then we wrap up this issue with Rising Walls where we get to see Queen Augusta continue her quest to unite the four Kingdoms under her banner. But things seriously do only get worse for her.

Let’s turn over the page and start reading some of these compelling stories. 
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Today’s the day I die.

Something I have always liked about the so-called Great Human Empire is how honestly pathetic, pointless and laughable it all is. Humanity pretends to boast about its amazing intelligence and how they love to always have the correct information, but it is just laughable as it turns out, in my experience anyway, that they simply love disinformation and fake news.

I suppose I would find that funny in a way considering it is my job to spread lies, chaos and misinformation. It is my job to tell the humans that they were being invaded when they were not, to tell them their great glorious Emperor was dead when he wasn’t, and it is most certainly my job to tell the humans that their death is coming. But that one isn’t misinformation for it is truth.

One of the few truths I tell.

You see my name is Captain Seth of the Hydra Legion. Me and my superhuman friends were once very loyal to the Emperor, we would happily conduct his superhuman spy games for him. But why spy on rebels and aliens and other traitors when you could simply join them?

I must confess that I wasn’t too fussed when the Lord Commander of my legion made us turn from the Emperor. I never had liked him too much because that’s the thing about the spy game. After a while you too turn to forget what is fact and what is the fiction you have spread.

I’ll even confess that I have some pretty horrific things in my past. 

When my legion invaded an entire solar system just south of Sol, it is me that spread the lie that it was the Empire forces burning entire worlds, killing their people and wanting to take them to the mindcamps. It was rather amazing in fact how many worlds thought of us as saviours when our Hydra ships turned up and again I spread the lie that we were taking them to safety.

Personally I don’t regret anything I have ever done in the name of my legion, the Lord Commander or the Lord of War. Granted I have no idea what happened to those people because I was already spreading more misinformation by the time they finished loading up people. But they were probably sent to the mindcamps and turned into mindless soldiers for the Lord of War’s long war against the Emperor.

And I most certainly wouldn’t change anything about my current situation.

A loud beep made me smile as I sat perfectly still chained to a large metal chair in the middle of a tiny box room. The walls were perfectly smooth without a sharp edge in the slightest. Besides from me and the chair I was sitting on, there was only a large table and another metal chair in front of me. Clearly the Empire believed they could interrogate me or something, it was stupid enough but I always had admired their dedication to stupidity.

The interrogation room smelt so cold with its poorly recycled air suggesting that the enviro-systems were failing. That was probably on purpose so they could kill me quickly but the traitor legions were always prepared for such little problems. I could survive in poorly recycle air for days thanks to me superhuman biology.

Clearly there were no loyal superhumans here. They could have been aware of that little fact and corrected it. 

At least that meant escape would be even easier, and of course I did have a minor thing for killing baseline humans. They were just... so soft.

“Prisoner secure,” a deeply computerised voice said.

I focused on the thick grey metal door to my left and wondered how long until a stupid human would decide to come and see me. I didn’t know exactly where I was but there was a gentle hum and crackle and pop in the air. Suggesting we were most certainly in high orbit of a planet.

The Empire Army had picked me up after I had infiltrated a highly-secured (that word was a joke in all honesty) research facility since the Empire was getting to create a new type of extermination weapon. So I broke in and wanted to stop them.

I will admit that the humans weren’t that stupid this time. Normally I will just access the computer’s central mainframe and force in a bunch of misinformation but clearly the humans had been warned against a Hydra threat. They had increased their security this time.

So much so that I had triggered an alarm. Something that never ever normally happens, I actually wanted to meet the so-called great mind behind that little trigger.

Then I wanted to kill them.

The massive whoop of the metal door opening made me smile a lot as a very tall elegant woman walked in and sat down next to me, I loved the sheer confidence she was giving off, almost like she just knew that she was perfectly safe. 

Her mistake.

She was wearing the standard boring grey uniform of Navy Intelligence Officers. I actually enjoyed their work because they feed us their information without knowing it and they were generally rather clever for humans, they would just never be able to beat us superhuman spies in the long war.

“Captain Seth of the Hydra Legion,” she said. “You’re a little short for a superhuman,”

I just smiled at her and made sure that my training was still working. The key to spy games was to make sure that you never gave away anything. Not a hint of emotion danced across my face.

“I also expected you to be smarter. You left your teleporter active when you were investigating our installation. It allowed us to track you,” she said.

Now that is something I have never understood about humans. So they capture you and then they tell you how they did it so you couldn’t fall for the same trick again.

And she was lying. I didn’t have a teleporter on me when I was investigating her research facility. So the real question when why was she lying?

She might have already guessed there was a full Hydra Legion cell on her planet, meaning there were another four operatives not including me than she might not have caught. That wasn’t a problem. 

Yet what I didn’t want her to know was that we had a shuttle parked in the forest about ten kilometres from the main entrance and it was very cloaked at the time. I just hoped that the shuttle’s batteries weren’t running down, I couldn’t have the ship uncloaking.

If the Empire found the codes on the ship then it was basically game over for all our operations in the system and this wider sector of space.

You see as the entire Hydra Legion is dedicated to spreading of misinformation and being superhuman spies. We constantly transmit made up information on every single available frequency so no matter how the Empire decides to communicate with each other, there is always some misinformation in every single message.

It’s a perfect system really and the stakes couldn’t be higher at the moment.

Since the Lord of War, who is the wonderful leader of the Traitors legions against the Empire, is amassing all his traitor forces in the region to become a rolling death ball that is so powerful we can carve a bloody path straight to the Sol System.

And kill the Emperor outright so the entire Empire can fall into our glorious hands.

But the only problem with that plan is if you’re going to amass so many ships together in one location, you need to make sure no one scans, investigates or goes into that area of space where you are. Hence the dire need for misinformation.

Apparently the Empire thinks that our area of space for the amassing is experiencing the worse solar flares on record. 

As much as I wanted to talk to her, in these sorts of interrogations they all depend on the sharing and exchange of information. And they were basically a game of who can make the other idiot reveal something first.

This woman already seemed to be revealing everything I needed, so I was more than content to keep her talking.

“We executed your four friends earlier. Officer Pigment, Officer Sarahion and Officer Aidenicus. All dead,” she said.

Damn it. 

“And Commander Arloan is currently being interrogated by the Assassins. He has already revealed the shuttle location ten kilometres south of the base and we are currently decoding the codes on broad,”

Shit. 

This was beyond bad. It might have been standard Hydra protocol to put in a boobytrap in the codes so the Empire systems would get a hell of a surprise when they decoded them, but I hadn’t. well I actually had but my Commander had ordered me to remove them.

Damn him. I hope the assassins get slaughtered.

But this was beyond bad at this point. The Lord of War’s entire mission and operation was falling apart all because of the cockup of my team. I had to somehow save this but I was trapped, my team was dead and my commander was revealing secrets by the second.

In all fairness he always had been a shit commander, he wasn’t a true child of the Hydra in any fashion of the phrase.

The woman simply smiled at me.

“You are good,” I said.

At this point I just needed to try and spread some misinformation and maybe get the Empire to do something that would accidentally alert the Lord of War that he had been discovered.

“And let me guess you’re now going to try and convince me that I’m wrong, I’m lying and I as an Intelligence Officer know nothing. All standard Hydra tactics,” she said.

This was starting to seriously annoy me now. I hated meeting intelligence officers like her because she was actually good and she actually knew how Hydra operatives worked.

Something I’m so glad so few Intelligence Officers understand.

“Tell me though. Why are you amassing in the Poloutim System? There are much better systems to hide in,” she said.

I actually frowned at that little comment. She was right and that surprised me. Come to think of it, the Poloutim system was too remote for this sort of operation, it had already caused entire war fleets to be embattled against Empire forces because those war fleets had had to cross into heavily fortified systems to get to the Poloutim system.

It didn’t make sense. 

The most logical way to deal with this was to pick a relatively central system. Either one that was close to the galactic core so everyone had to travel the same distance to get there, or pick one that was to the galactic east where the traitors were stronger anyway.

Picking the Poloutim system in the galactic south made no sense. 

Then the woman simply smiled and I realise what was truly going on here.

“You’re not a normal Intelligence Officer are you?” I asked.

The woman simply smiled and put her feet up on the table. “Now, now little human. You were not so clever after all, the grand Hydra Legion pretends it so knowing and all powerful, but it is blind to a simple truth,”

I had no idea what she was talking about but I hated her.

“The Hydra is blind to the simple truth that yes, the Empire can kill as many of you as we like and two more operatives grow to take its place. But you are wrong to assume misinformation always works,”

I leant forward and rattled against my chains to hear her say the next part. I had to know what I had done so wrong.

“And you always forget to check your own communications and intelligence,”

I just shook my head. She was implying that she had fed us of all people misinformation that was impossible. It was the Hydra legion that were masters of misinformation, not the Empire. 

I am a Master, not her.

“My plan was simple really. Tell me though, so-called great Captain Seth, how did you know there was an installation on this planet?”

See she wasn’t really that smart. She was just so stupid for not knowing how I know, I only found out about this place because of my intelligence report my friend had sent me and it had been correct except...

“The trigger in the central mainframe. The intelligence report never included it,” I said.

The woman nodded. “Ooh. I must have left it out. I’m sorry. Not,”

This was impossible. How the hell could this woman have outsmarted me? 

“My plan was simple really. I discovered a Hydra Legion cell on the capital world of this solar system and once I discovered your transmission equipment, your codes and how you still believed your friends were alive. Well it is simply too good of an opportunity to pass up,”

My two superhuman stomachs twisted into a painful knot.

“I had visited this old research facility a few years ago when I was tracking down a superhuman prisoner from the Raven Crow Legion. I killed him in the exact room I captured you, so I got secret permission to establish the base. I changed a few records so you would believe it had been functioning for years investigating a new extermination weapon, and so on,”

I so badly wanted to kill her for this insane plan and attack on my honour.

“And then I simply replayed and listened into your transmissions. I got you to attack the base and I captured you. I kept listening to transmissions and I have captured over ten Hydra Legion networks. Not spies or cells, networks crossing entire regions of space,”

My hands formed fists. This was impossible to imagine. I don’t even know how one truly starts to imagine so much intelligence work flashed down the toilet all because of one stupid woman.

The woman got up. “Before I kill you, tell me how does this make you feel?”

I simply gave her a psychotic smile and imagined how amazing it would fucking feel to sink her teeth into her neck and rip out her windpipe!

“That’s what I thought,” the woman said taking out her pistol.

“What is your name?” I asked.

I knew I was going to die now but I just wanted to know her name just in case I had come across her. If she had been a top intelligence officer for decades then I could understand why she was so good. I knew all the players in the Empire spy game, so at least I could die knowing I died to a worthy amazing adversary.

The woman laughed. Hard. “My name, today at least, is Oddballa. Sarah Oddballa,”

I just wanted to fucking kill the bitch. I was going to fucking die because of some brand new spy that I had never heard of. 

I was not impressed!

“Goodbye Captain Seth,”

“You bitch-” I shouted as she fired.

As I felt the searing pain of the bullet smash into my skull and vaporising my brain and the life drained away from me. All I could think of is how badly I wanted the Empire to die.

But I might have died, but the Hydra of Disinformation survives. From my death, two shall grow back to begin the cycle all over again.
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The galaxy is a harsh, evil and deadly place for any species that dares to venture outside the natural orbit of its homeworld. Each year thousands of species in all the different galaxies in the universe venture out into the grand stars beyond, many die instantly because of how ill-prepared they are for the harshness of an uncaring galaxy. But every so often there is a species that makes it for a time at least.

Humanity was one of those them with a little help from the Emperor’s superhuman warriors, the Angels of Death and Hope.

Doctor Catherine Taylor sat at her very posh slate-grey metal desk that hovered carefully in front of her as she switched off her holographic computer in her bright white office. She wasn’t too fussed about the intense brightness of the almost glowing white walls, but it was her home for the time being.

She had to admit the little orbs of sheer light that hovered near the white ceiling was a great feature of the office, and it almost made her feel like she was back home on Earth with the Glorious Emperor, a definite god amongst men, but she had work to do here.

It had never ever mattered to Catherine how great the enviro-systems cleared, purified and scented the recycled air with hints of walnut and mint. Catherine was always going to know the smell of the real Emperor’s palace that her own enviro-systems tried to manufacture. But the real smell was so intense that it actually left the taste of mint ice cream on her tongue.

This air did not.

Instead her mouth almost tasted dry with hints of oils, burnt ozone and iron forming on her tongue. It wasn’t perfect, but she was just glad she was alive and safe and ready to work once more.

Catherine had always liked all the names she had been given by the different worlds and solar systems that belonged to the Great Human Empire. Some people called her Katie (but only her closest of friends which were very few in number). Others called her a crazy woman because of her determination to serve her Emperor that sometimes edged towards the illegal and others called her the Mother of Angels.

Catherine just smiled whenever she heard that name or reference aimed at her. Over 90,000 years ago, Catherine had helped the newly revealed Emperor of Humanity reunited Earth and then they set towards claiming the stars for humanity.

Even now Catherine didn’t know why she exactly went along with the Emperor, but there was just something so charismatic, charming and god-like about him, that she just couldn’t say no to him.

And after all, she was a Master of genetics, so she helped him to create the Angels of Death and Hope, and in a way she supposed she helped birth a new kind of human, one that could protect humanity in a very deadly galaxy.

Someone knocked on the metal door.

“Doctor Catherine,” a man said.

Catherine rolled her eyes and with a flick of her wrist she commanded her office door to open. She already knew exactly who wanted to see her, it was the person in charge of this massive blade-like command cruiser.

Catherine had never been one for space travel too much because she was seeking an alien artifact in the system, and until she narrowed down what the artifact actually was, where it was located and how to get it. She was sadly stuck on the command ship until then, thankfully with her being so prized in the Empire, no one dared to disrupt her.

This man had balls.

“Doctor,” the man said bowing his head.

Catherine nodded back to the man and really focused on him. He was wearing the black standard uniform of the very top commanders within a solar system’s hierarchy, and like others she had seen before, his was covered with plenty of gold medals.

Including some medals showing he had fought side by side with her children, the Angels, and even fought against her traitorous children.

He was impressive to say the least, but none of it explained why he was here.

Catherine focused on his strong jawline, short brown hair and perfect posture. She couldn’t help but wonder how his genes and what secrets they might help her with, she was even tempted to get a DNA sample, but that sort of illegal curiosity was why she had been sent away from Earth in the first place.

“I admit you are a lot more beautiful in the flesh than on my dataslate,” the man said.

Catherine faked blushing, she had heard that all too much before. Men seemed to like her blond hair most of all and her model-like looks, that was one of the advantages of having the money and power she did, she could live for 90,000 years through medical treatments and rejuvenation treatments that she still managed to look great.

“Thank you commander...” Catherine said, gesturing him to reveal his name.

“I am Superior Commander Darx of the Samuel System named after the Supreme Rogue Trader himself that first discovered the system over 50,000 years ago,” he said.

Catherine forced herself not to react, she had actually met the cock and he certainly didn’t deserve a solar system named after him.

“You wish to speak with me about someone,” Catherine said.

Darx nodded and leant closer to her. “You have experience with the Traitor Superhumans correct?”

Catherine gasped. She hadn’t meant to but she hated all reminders that her glorious creations could be corrupted against the Emperor, herself and the Empire. 

“I am,” Catherine said. “Why?”

Darx frowned. “A very large fleet made of fifty traitor warships are coming into the system, and we have never dealt with a threat like this. We have requested aid but the nearest Angel detachment is six weeks away,”

Catherine smiled. She couldn’t very well say the system was screwed but it basically was, yet that was why he had come to her. She had had battlefield experience, she had listened to the Emperor constantly about battle strategy and she had learnt tons over the past thousands of years.

If she couldn’t help them then an entire solar system would die. Catherine wasn’t having any of that.
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[image: ]


The last thing Catherine had been expecting was a massive oval chamber in the heart of the blade-like command ship with blinding bright walls, a large white oval table and little holograms of the planetary governors to round them, to serve as the meeting room.

Catherine had been expecting... well she was hardly sure but it hadn’t been this. There were also tons of people that she certainly didn’t like the look of.

She had met, kissed and killed a lot of military types over her lifetime, and the twenty different in-the-flesh people around the oval table just spelt trouble for her.

Catherine focused on a particular woman that summed up the military attitude towards the current crisis. She was a large muscular woman who was wearing a grey uniform, so she was probably from Navy Intelligence, basically a spy. Catherine was just amazed at how straight she sat, she looked like she was about to explode at any moment, but it wasn’t with determination or anything.

Everyone at this table was so furious at the threat by the enemy that they actually looked reckless. And Catherine had had to deal with far too many reckless people in time, because reckless people were dangerous people.

And reckless people hardly listened to outsiders, especially one as rich as Catherine.

“My friends,” Darx said as he sat down next to Catherine.

As Darx continued to introduce the threat, Catherine and the planetary governors and the members of the military command on the ship, Catherine just couldn’t help but wonder why the traitors would attack this system.

It was no secret the Samuel system was a low priority system for the Empire. It was so far out in the galactic south that it was almost impossible to travel there quickly, even with the extreme speeds of modern technology, it had taken Catherine two years to travel here alone. She was impressed a tiny detachment (she had checked) of her children had been so close when the threat presented itself.

The snobbish reckless woman from Navy Intelligence stood up. 

“I propose a full-conscription. We get every single man and woman on the planets regardless of age to be armed and enlisted,” she said.

Catherine had talked with a few Navy officers in her time and that was strange for them. They were normally about countermeasures behind enemy lines, they weren’t about open-conflict.

“No,” Darx said. “We need people not in the army to fulfil the other industries and look after the children,”

The woman laughed. “What good is looking after the children if the traitors take
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