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        and for helping create a universe
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        Contact Minus 125 Hours, 6 Minutes

      

      

      “You’re sure this is necessary?” Shill Teuku asked, tugging straight her yellow safety inspector jacket and scowling down at it.

      Beside her, Jabari Mbaye cast long looks both ways along the transfer depot terminal before leaning in to elbow-nudge her. “Stop wriggling and start looking snooty. Right now, you’re a low-grade, small-minded official who wields actual bureaucratic power and loves it. She also loves the uniform—which is a representation of her bureaucratic power.”

      Shill grunted something like “Erf” at him and clasped her hands behind her back, lifting her chin, practicing that snootiness.

      Jabari suppressed a grin as he thought about telling her she was pretty good at it without the practice. Thinking better of it, and to hide the smile, he stole another glance along the terminal. The scale of the distribution warehouse was mind-boggling, even for someone who’d recently hiked around an ancient starship that was over five kilometers long. He and Shill were loitering on the forward edge of a pedestrian concourse that ran around the space station in a twenty-kilometer circuit. Twenty kims, he thought, using his original battalion’s slang for the measurement. And I reckon we walked ten of them finding this damn berth.

      The long walk had been good for him and had blown out the cobwebs from many days stuck aboard a smallish scout ship. But they should keep on moving, now that they’d finally reached Berth 118.

      “Shall we?” he asked with a polite gesture forward.

      “We better,” she replied. “That ship won’t steal itself.”

      She led the way off the concourse, between a gap in the yellow safety rails, and onto a wide gridwork gantry. When they reached the gantry’s end, they paused again and stared down at the stevedore team in Berth 118’s work pit twenty meters below them. Facing them from the pit’s far side, a starship’s bow poked through the outer hull of the warehouse. A combination of magnetic shielding and malleable-polymer seals secured the ship while holding in the station’s atmosphere. The bows of five similar star-tankers were visible along the terminal, berthed at regular intervals and spaced far apart. From this position, Jabari could see directly into his tanker’s cockpit windows, well enough to see it wasn’t currently occupied.

      It soon will be, he thought.

      Taking note of the lazy pace of the workers below, he told Shill, “We’re early, after all. I reckon it’ll be a while before our ride’s ready.”

      “A long while,” she agreed. “But these poor grunfers need all the overtime they can get.”

      Not far above the work pit floor, two huge inlet/outlet valves protruded from the tanker, like tusks. The eight-person stevedore team’s main job would be affixing hoses to them, hoses that were twice their own height. Jabari knew their business this hour was filling one of the ship’s cargo tanks with drinking water and the other with liquid hydrogen, the cargo slated for a variety of businesses on the planet Vadox CX. Currently, four of the eight stevedores were prepping something at the valves—or testing them, perhaps—while the other four leaned on the nearest vertical surface and watched.

      Jabari thought, Droids could do this job. Much faster.

      But he supposed it was good these men had employment, though Shill had shown him their pay files while hacking the station’s data grid. They were poorly paid for such heavy and dangerous work, especially when one considered they were out in the butt-end of a star system without habitable planets. Meanwhile, their employer made billions by mining water and hydrogen and a dozen other substances from an ice moon before processing it all for shipping to a hundred different star systems. Yes, droids could have done most of the jobs here—but something Jabari respected about the Imperium in this century was that it worked toward full employment within its borders.

      The warehouse and the mining operations in the system were privately owned, as were most business operations this side of the now-ancient civil war. Before that conflagration, the Martianist emperors had increasingly taken direct ownership of many industries, a fact which had allowed Kaana Adjira to enlist several disenfranchised Martianist Houses to her side of the war, diluting imperial power. Ultimately, the tactic hadn’t worked, but the Imperial Dynasty had learned something from the debacle, it seemed. Principles such as private ownership and full employment showed wisdom: a happy and busy populace was a compliant and pliable one.

      Shill broke into his contemplations with a yawn. She stuffed a fist against her mouth to stifle it.

      Jabari let his grin bloom this time. “Am I keeping you up?”

      She soured and shoved her hands into her pockets as she glowered at a cluster of workers on the concourse behind them. “Just exhausted from avoiding conversation with everyone here.”

      “Well, their preferred language is Imperial Common, which you and I don’t speak.”

      “Because we’re never out of stasis long enough to keep up with it. Always slagging evolves while we sleep for a few more slagging decades.”

      “Good news there.” He sighed. “We won’t see the inside of a stasis tank ever again. So, we’ll have plenty of time for language learning in this decade.”

      Shill muttered something that sounded like “if we live long enough.”

      He let it pass, but it spread the souring of her mood to his. The idea of death raised the specter of the losses he was still coming to terms with. As was she, he knew. They’d cheated death on several occasions back on the Iconic. Two of their Proselyti brothers and one sister had not.

      No, he thought. No, not a ‘sister.’ Not Tegenwe.

      Tee had been much more than that at one point in Jabari’s life. And, although he’d become grudgingly accustomed to erratic relationships that often leapfrogged each other in real time, he missed her now, missed her like… like…

      There was no way to finish the thought, and it was doing him no good to dwell on such things. Finding peace was not a betrayal of the memory of the fallen. Tee would have wanted him to move forward with peace in his heart.

      And she’d definitely approve of the self-appointed mission he and Shill were engaged in.

      Shill had been talking, he realized. She shot him a sharp look when he didn’t respond and asked, “So? Do you?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Think they have decent food on that tub?”

      “They’ll have edible food, which is all that matters.” He tried another grin. “By the way, that should’ve been ‘Think they have decent food on that tub, sir?’”

      A snort from her, and a half-smile in return. “Call you ‘sir?’ Not slagging likely. You’re not a soldier anymore, Mister Mbaye, and you’re definitely not my commanding officer.” It was her turn to side-bump him.

      The sudden movement almost unsettled the hand-sized maintenance bot roosting on her left shoulder. She’d named the squid-like bot, with seven short tentacles and a frictionless coating on its upper casing that made it look oiled, Greasy. Apparently, it would be important in this job, an extension of Shill, herself.

      Jabari studied her again out of the side of his eye, the lone surviving member from the last team he would ever command. Shill had kept her hair long since decanting, hair even blacker than Jabari’s skin. And irises that weren’t much lighter. By contrast, the exposed skin of her hands and face was quite pale, skin that—according to her—hadn’t seen direct sunlight in several of her biological years. This was because her final few missions had all been space-based, on ships or within artificial habitats like this one. All in all, she was a handsome woman. Not a woman he felt any attraction to beyond the affection of two friends who’d been to hell and back together. But a woman he hoped would somehow—miraculously, perhaps—find a worthy partner, make a home…

      Gods and ancestors, please make it so for her. I don’t care if I make it through this mission alive but bring her through it and on to a better life.

      Unaware of his attention, she reached up and gave Greasy a pat as the thing rebalanced itself.

      He laughed. “It’s not a pet, you know.”

      “It’s a he,” she responded tartly.

      “What makes it a he?” he asked, wondering whether there was something about this century’s droids he didn’t know.

      “Belonging to me makes it a he,” she replied. “My bot. My choices.”

      “As long as he’s on our side, I don’t care if you paint him black and call him Jabari-2. Just reassure me you’ve retooled him. When I asked how we’re going to hack into the tanker’s helm, and you said ‘All good,’ you meant you have a male maintenance bot you’ve retooled to do that job.”

      Giving it another pat on the tentacle, she said, “My buddy can hack terminals and hijack servers and do all sorts of beautiful, beautiful things.”

      Since breaking with Alexis’ crew—and fleeing the Iconic—Jabari had kept himself busy with research and fitness training. And he’d tried to reconnect with the meditative practices his long-dead grandfather had tried to teach him in childhood. He had to admit, the discipline of meditation had allowed him a new measure of mastery over his feelings. And Shill, too, had kept busy. He wondered, now, if their busyness had been a way of processing what they’d seen and experienced with Scipio and Kaana Adjira, as much as processing the loss of their team. There were many things, no doubt, they should have been discussing, including the ship and the other tech they’d been relying on.

      Eyes on Greasy, he said, “You managed to completely unslave him from Pleiades-219’s AI?”

      “I did.”

      “Any of the others?” Their stolen scout ship had a plethora of cephalopod and simian model minibots, some the size of Jabari’s fist, like Greasy, some no bigger than his index finger.

      She shook her head, making her black ponytail swing. “Was too much work to completely un-slave any more. AI’s got a tight grip on ’em. This little dude will be enough, anyway.”

      “And how’d it go with shutting it down? The AI?” He’d let her do the piloting and realized he hadn’t given any thought to the brain of the ship in weeks.

      “Mm, not so good. I didn’t actually try, just investigated the chances of trying and surviving it.” She screwed up her face. “They were low.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. The better the AI, the more important it considers self-preservation. We and that ship, we’re traveling together like symbiotic organisms, but we are not on the same page. The weird bastard enjoys flying—as long as it gets to do something, it’s happy.”

      “Happy, like it has feelings? I thought that wasn’t⁠—”

      “No, not like that. When it moves around and gets to see new things, it’s like a drinker who gets their drink or a smoker who gets their smoke.”

      “I think our relationship with it is too complex to continue with.”

      Shill made a noise of disagreement. “We can live in peace and harmony with it, as long as we make concessions.”

      “Cooperate with a ship.” He shook his head. “Maybe we don’t return to it. Plenty of ships to steal out here.”

      “And ship-jacking is kinda fun,” she agreed. “If only these chumps would get on with their jobs…”

      Down in the work pit, all eight stevedores had just started wrestling the two giant hoses into position. Even in the relatively low 0.9 G, it was hard work. The hosepipes were massive, but each of the corpiformed workers was even larger than the Corfid Otho had been.

      Otho, he thought acidly. There’s one shithead the universe won’t mourn.

      Casually glancing over his shoulder, Jabari felt his gut tighten. Because the eight-kilometer-wide warehouse station was a private operation, it had no imperial troops aboard, only private security, or ‘rentals,’ as Tegenwe used to call them. And two of those rentals were wandering along the concourse and nearing Berth 118. There was no sign of suspicion in their demeanor, just boredom. Bored security were more trouble than suspicious security, and they’d noticed him looking their way.

      “Shill,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. “We’re going in now.”

      “Tanker’s nowhere near loaded.”

      Jabari moved while talking, heading to the platform lift right of the gantry, keeping his face turned to avoid eye contact with the curious security goons. “We’ll go inspect what they’re doing then head over and scold the tanker captain for the poor state of his overfill probes and compression rings. Keep ourselves busy.”

      Shill caught up with him and asked, “Are they real things you said? Overfill probes and shit?”

      “Sure,” he said. “I looked them up.”

      “And they’re what exactly?”

      “No idea. The articles just said they better be in top condition when megaliters of water are flowing through an intake valve.”

      “You’re doing all the talking then.”

      They’d reached the work pit’s platform lift and both stepped onto it. As Jabari hit the button to take it down, he touched his finger to his forehead and nodded politely to the security goons.

      They halted, visibly miffed they’d missed the opportunity to darken someone’s day. But as the lift jolted into action, the pair shrugged it off and veered away in search of other hapless workers or visitors to hassle.
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        * * *

      

      A half standard hour later, Jabari and Shill strode along the retractable catwalk that stretched from underneath the cockpit compartment and connected with Berth 118’s fixed gantry. At the catwalk’s end, the access hatch to the tanker’s crew section lay wide open, folded against the hull.

      Jabari knew from his research that tankers this size had crews of five: two humans, three droids. There wasn’t much to the vessel, most of which hung outside in hard vacuum. As the ship’s designation suggested, it was merely an enormous collection of cisterns with various FTL and subspace nacelles welded around and about them, plus a shallow, three-deck crew module connected flat against the prow. Both human crew—to Jabari’s relief—were idling on the gantry outside the hatch, breathing space station atmo that was slightly less stale than their crew module atmo. They were passing a vaper back and forth, imbibing some kind of stimulant or relaxant into their bloodstreams.

      Jabari resisted the impulse to trigger the two-way translator patch on his jacket’s shoulder. They’d each had one as backup when leaving the Maelstrom battle station with Scipio, but everyone had used their combat suits’ inbuilt models throughout the mission. The suits were gone, and the patches still worn on their undersuits had been knocked around by all the violence—to the point they could no longer rely on them to consistently translate into Common, which seemed widely spoken by the working classes.

      No matter, he told himself. Never met a professional spacer yet who didn’t speak enough Imperial True to get by in their job.

      And he and Shill spoke True—the Imperium’s unchanging formal language—just fine.

      Better than he expected these two vaping idiots could.

      “Civilian Captain Uva,” Jabari said, pretending to consult his slimline datapad. “And First Officer Ziss.”

      The tanker captain blew chemical exhaust from her nostrils and handed the vaper to her crewmate while scrutinizing the pair who’d approached them as if they were a new species of roach. Eventually, in Imperial True, she said, “That’s us. And our ship is in good condition.”

      Pretty well-spoken. Maybe you’re not such idiots, after all.

      “You know this for a fact?” he challenged her.

      She said nothing, hand out, waiting for the vaper to come back. Her officer, Ziss, coughed a little, belching a mist of cinnamon-tinted air, and replied for her. “She does. The ship’s perfect. Our employer keeps it that way.”

      The man had a frayed patch across one knee of his company work pants, and a quick glance at the inside of the folded hatch showed a couple of obvious rust spots. Jabari mentioned these facts, gaze lingering on the hatch. “Indications that ‘perfect’ isn’t a company standard here.”

      Ziss sniffed, openly derisive. “Easy fixes, and they won’t kill us. Why don’t you stylus-tweakers go waste someone else’s time? We’re on our break.”

      Shill chimed in, warming to the part Jabari had encouraged her to play. “Hey, Ziss? My colleague said you’re registered as the ‘first officer?’ Except—aren’t you the only officer? I mean, there’s the captain…” Shill held one hand at eye level, then lowered it to belly level when she added, “Then there’s you…” She lowered it a final time, by mere centimeters. “And then there’s the robots you boss around.”

      Ziss’ stare grew colder. He grunted a word Jabari didn’t recognize… and Shill’s translator patch chose that moment to work properly, rendering the word clearly as “Bitch.”

      The first officer’s hard expression flickered with alarm.

      Oh, this should be good, Jabari thought and turned toward Shill to watch her response.

      Her eyebrows rose as high as they would go, and Shill folded her arms across her chest. “You got my gender right, First Officer Ziss, but I think you’re struggling with what species I am. That may well indicate you’re experiencing cognitive problems, which may be caused by inhaling substances deemed illegal for starship operators. We’ll have to check that. Inspector Jabari, you have blood test kits with you?”

      “Two, as it happens.” Jabari smiled, patting his jacket pockets.

      “Uh,” Ziss said, then, “Errrrr…”

      Captain Uva just shook her head and looked away, turning off the vaper and sliding it into a pouch on the front of her belt.

      Shill wasn’t finished—intimidating these fools was a start, but the goal was to get on board their tanker. She said, “After our inspection of your inlet/outlet valves, we hold grave concerns about the state of their overfill probes and compression rings.”

      “What?” Ziss spluttered. “They were new two journeys ago.”

      “Well, I’d love to examine your bridge records on that, as well as the records of your last physical—particularly the neurological part of the test. That is, as long as we have permission to board your vessel. It’s all right if we don’t, except…”

      Jabari completed the threat for her. “Except then there’ll be a hefty fine for obstructing the authorized request of a safety inspector, which your employer will be taking out of your salaries for several years, I’d imagine.”

      “This is… this is…” It seemed Ziss couldn’t decide what ‘this’ was.

      His captain interrupted, as she straightened and stepped to the hatchway. “I think we can stop all this crap. Follow me, please.”

      “You first,” Shill told Ziss, mimicking the polite gesture Jabari had given her earlier. When both crewers were inside, Shill waggled her brows at Jabari and murmured in their own language, “Looks like I could do the talking after all.”

      They followed the captain and first officer, who were dragging their feet, past a couple of closet-sized bunk rooms and then up eight narrow steel stairs to the cockpit level. Uva and Ziss entered the cockpit first, followed by Jabari, and the crew members took their seats at the helm. By the time Shill joined him, her bot, Greasy, was no longer clinging to her shoulder, since the plan was for him to get busy decommissioning the vessel’s other droids.

      When the captain turned her chair around to face Jabari, she was looking directly into the muzzle of the Jabari’s short-burst disruptor pistol, looted from Pleiades’ armory.

      Uva spluttered something in another language that included the word gahgagga.

      “I have bad news for you,” Jabari told her. “You two are being replaced for this trip. You’ll spend it locked in your crew hold where we know you have enough food, water, and sanitary supplies to survive a month. You won’t be there for that long—so, actually, the news isn’t all that bad.”

      The captain started to interrupt but froze with her jaw hanging open when Jabari rattled the disruptor. The safety was on—he had no intention of melting an innocent civilian—but she didn’t know that.

      Continuing, he said, “We estimate you’ll be there eight days at most. After that time, the code lock my colleague devised will automatically open. However, it’s possible someone will come looking for you a day or so earlier than that.”

      Speaking Terran True, a language 1700 years dead, Shill mumbled, “Someone’ll definitely come in here early. They’ll be inspecting the hells outa this ship when they realize it was our ride onto Vadox CX.”

      Fortunately, Jabari thought, neither of their translator patches activated to translate that tidbit. He shushed her anyway and asked, “How’s the situation with those droids?”

      She’d peeled off her yellow jacket, revealing the data cuff circling her left forearm. Checking it, she said, “Eighty per cent there. Give Greasy another minute.”

      Another minute. He leaned against a bulkhead and smiled at the two-person crew, keeping his weapon low and out of sight of anyone happening to enter the ship and climb those stairs. Another minute and they could lock away First Officer Ziss while Captain Uva made the necessary noises to Station Control to get them moving quickly as soon as the refill was done.

      The captain spoke up again. “You realize this is a water and hydrogen tanker? We don’t have gold on board. Or rare gases. Or⁠—”

      “We realize.” Jabari shrugged and gave them both a big, friendly grin. “Relax. You don’t need to think. You don’t need to do anything except the few more simple tasks we tell you to do. The good news is you two are about to have a nice vacation in your own ship—and get paid for it while we fly it to Vadox for you. Then you’ll have a story you can dine out on for years.”

      In Terran True again, Shill muttered, “And we’re about to land a big ass water tanker outside the largest population center of a shithole planet with its own imperial garrison.”

      “That we are,” Jabari replied and felt the buzz he’d started experiencing by pulling this off so far begin to fizzle away as more sober thoughts pressed in.

      This is for you, Tee.

      For you, Morten, and you, Erkan.

      For every mother’s daughter and son who’ve died under the ‘Proselyti’ banner.

      And for the few that are left out there, enslaved to the empire…
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          MOVEMENT TO CONTACT

        

      

    

    
      At the cessation of the civil war (also known as the Terranist War), most Terranist military captives were either sentenced for crimes against the Imperium or disarmed and sent home to disarmed worlds. At least to the worlds not razed as punishment.

      In sharp contrast to most of their kindred-in-arms, every captured individual from the ‘Elite Pure Okalasi Guard’ battalions was given a choice: death or conversion.

      Just over half chose death.

      But those who swore fealty to empire and emperor claimed they sought to bring peace to all humankind. This became the official and public reason for their incorporation into the Imperial Army where they have served at the pleasure of every sitting emperor since, reserved for missions deemed in the best interests of advancing our borders. When not deployed, these soldiers have usually been confined to long-term stasis.

      From the time of their appropriation into the Imperial Army, these converted Terranist soldiers formed a new unit: the Cohortis Proselytae (Specialist Proselyte Battalion). As is standard for imperial soldiers, each proselyte took an Imperial True middle name. But in recognition of their willing service in repairing the damage done by Terranist hostilities, they were given dispensation to keep their birth name as their military epithet. A generous policy on behalf of the Imperium indeed.

      Not many Proselyti remain in our era, but those who do still serve at His Highness’ pleasure and for the greater good of the glorious Imperium.

      

      - Imperial Army Historical Report 272-12216-a, from the Imperator General’s Office (Office of the Army and Navy) to the Imperial Senate, Year 5122

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          QUAESTOR AURELIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Contact Minus 107 Hours, 13 Minutes

      

      

      Aurelia Cossea’s cabin speaker rumbled as a bass-baritone voice spoke through it.

      “They’re boarded, ma’am. Decanus Caiu is having them sign their attendance.”

      “Thank you, pilot,” she replied and stretched in her chair with a mild groan.

      She rose from behind the compartment’s modest workstation and shut down her computer with a wink, brushed the wrinkles from her travel gown, and turned her head toward a wall mirror on the closet door where she could give her tousled hair a brief assessment. The gelled-up spikes and swirls she’d mussed it into earlier remained undisturbed, lending her a relaxed, professional appearance that would suit her purposes nicely now that the FTL shuttle had docked within the Maelstrom.

      “Yes,” she murmured, tilting her head this way and that. “Just so.”

      The added volume in her hair, she believed, made her face appear longer, more oval-shaped, and a tad more mature than its actual years. And the red coloring she’d added accented the flecks in her orgmented eye’s lens. If there was anything that her sister and mentor, Florene, had taught her, it was that appearances made as much difference as skills in moments like this. They set a certain tone and could disarm your target as effectively as a strike to the solar plexus, but without any expenditure of energy. Besides, an Imperial Quaestor didn’t get a second chance to make an impression—not when one of the new arrivals would only get one chance to meet her.

      Aurelia brushed a final wrinkle from across her breast and pulled her shoulders back.

      “Just so.”

      The cabin recorder would be triggered the moment her two visitors arrived, capturing the Pronouncement of Guilt for Emperor Nero’s later pleasure and for documenting against future legal audits or performance reviews—another good reason for looking the part today.

      She plunged each hand into the opposite sleeve and settled her wrists against her belly—a relaxed pose, the very image of poise. Then Aurelia faced the cabin door and adopted a mild smile. The interstellar shuttle’s boarding lock was positioned behind the cockpit. Those arriving would step into a single central passageway from which opened the shuttle’s various compartments. The passage was so narrow, her escort-adjutant, Decanus Caiu, had to sidle slightly sideways whenever he moved forward or aft. She might have felt sorry for him were he not a Corfid who no doubt spied on her for the leaders of his cult. Then again, he always performed his duties with aplomb and so was perhaps equal parts asset and liability.

      The shuttle was quite long, and Aurelia’s cabin was toward the stern, so once Caiu had finished with the admin, it would take her visitors thirty seconds to march back to it. She checked the clock: any moment now, then. She winked again, this time at a sensor above the door, which then opened. The scuff of shoes on carpet announced her guests’ arrival three seconds before the first reached her cabin. He was short, and he was skinny, and he was young, younger even than her. He’d shaved his head as bare as his chin, and his officer’s uniform was impeccably pressed, fitting as if tailored for him, which with his family connections it no doubt was.

      A naval lieutenant, he couldn’t help but draw attention to the star-and-bar on his epaulette, as he brushed it free of imaginary dust when he came through the door.

      “Quaestor, Your Honor,” the young man greeted her, coming to rest three steps inside. One of his hands twitched upward in the beginning of a handshake before he saw the folded position of her arms and dropped it by his side again.

      The other man had come to a stop inside the doorway and to the lieutenant’s left. A sergeant, this man was middle-aged and clad in a loose-fitting gray jumpsuit with a Cohortis Proselytae patch on one breast. He, too, used the expected honorific, “Quaestor, Your Honor,” and stood at attention as if she were his military superior.

      “Would you mind standing to either side of my door?” she requested. “In case my crew need to come in.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said the NCO and took a pace forward before sidestepping.

      “Er, of course,” the lieutenant said belatedly and shuffled into a position on the other side of the open doorway. He clasped his hands at his waist, attempting, perhaps, to mirror Aurelia’s pose.

      She said, “And you may stand at ease, Sergeant.”

      He did so. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Aurelia savored a long slow breath in and out. She so loved these first moments of meeting someone new. Getting to read them fresh—the spontaneous appraisal of their posture and micro-expressions, the way her orgmented eye picked up on skin temperature and pulse rate, the intellectual challenge of making meaning from these multiple tells.

      The sergeant, she noticed, wore a professionally neutral look, the same expression she’d seen on a thousand career soldiers’ faces, halfway between fake humility and outright boredom. That he was Proselyti made it interesting, as did the fact that while she and the lieutenant had spoken Imperial Common, he had relied on the breast patch’s woven-in translator to make sense of what they said, their words rendered in the language he had originally spoken, a language that had been eradicated 1700 years ago. And although a version of Imperial Common was always in use, the sergeant couldn’t be expected to know the latest version each time they brought him out of stasis for a few weeks or months of combat or escort duty. The man had classic, fine, Asiatic features and short-cropped black hair with hints of gray. He was somewhere in his late forties or early fifties—she might later ask to see his bio-tattoo, which was currently hidden beneath a sleeve, so she could check his actual age. Every single surrendering Proselyti had been in their late teens to late twenties at the time the war ended. Middle age meant he’d been brought from stasis many times to serve those eras’ reigning emperors. The sergeant was a man who wasn’t fazed by much. His heart rate was slow and even, as were the breaths he took through his nose. He wasn’t sweating, and his skin was cool.

      In contrast, the lieutenant wore a look of barely restrained panic—which warred with his obvious, strong attraction toward her. The hairstyle and the shift she wore settled nicely across her figure and were no doubt helping with the latter of his biological responses. He was young for his naval rank, and though he’d been deployed to the peripheries of the galaxy, his promotion to that rank was a sign of his distant father’s favor and favors performed by his father for others.

      With precise and formal statements, Aurelia welcomed them both and passed on the emperor’s gratitude for the duties they’d conducted out in the far-flung Perseus peripheries. She told the lieutenant his activities, in particular, had caught the eye of the emperor’s staff. And just as pride registered in his eyes, she withdrew a compact laser from her left sleeve and flash-drilled a hole through the middle of his forehead.

      As a small cloud of his vaporized tissue was sucked into the ceiling-fitted air handler above him, the lieutenant fell in a heap across the entranceway, narrowly missing the sergeant’s closest boot. The soldier’s flinch was so negligible, Aurelia almost missed it. He didn’t step away but remained at ease, hands behind his back. He did stare down at the dead officer, the furrows in his brow the only thing giving away his consternation and the unspoken question on his mind.

      “You’d like to know why?” she asked him.

      The soldier straightened his spine and shifted his stare to the wall behind her. “I assume the lieutenant was guilty of something.”

      “Succinctly and wryly stated, Sergeant. This man committed some rather wicked acts before his father had him posted out here and covered up his crimes. Believe me when I say, there would be a half dozen young women who’d rejoice at news of his death—had they, themselves, lived to see it.”

      A momentary widening of the eyes. “I… see. Thank you for explaining, ma’am, but you didn’t need to.”

      “I don’t want questions and concerns to come between us, not when we’ll be working together for at least a week.”

      His dark-irised stare shifted her way again. Once more, his wrinkling brow broadcast the question on his mind.

      “When they brought you out of stasis, they indicated the lieutenant would command your mission?”

      “They did, ma’am.”

      “They were misinformed, and so were you, since we didn’t want the lieutenant getting wind of his judgment. I’m commanding the mission. I have the requisite documentation assigning you and your squad to my services and to this ship for the duration of the operation. The Maelstrom commanders are receiving that now.”

      He blinked once. “Yes, ma’am, very good, ma’am.”

      “The warrant for the Pronouncement of Guilt on the lieutenant has been outstanding for over a year. Because the Maelstrom is an extremely long way from any magistrate’s station, it has been difficult to spare a quaestor to enact it. But since we had sudden need for a team with your, shall we say, lack of political bias, it was deemed economical for me to come here and enact this verdict while simultaneously collecting you.”

      He gave no reaction. No question about why the team couldn’t go to her, couldn’t meet her further across the Perseus Arm. Not even a deeper furrow in his brow. His stare returned to the wall as his chin lifted.

      Wanting to engage him, to draw him out, she asked, “Sergeant, you were thawed yesterday?”

      “By ship time, it was the day before, ma’am. And …” He fell silent, swallowing his next words with a squirm of the shoulders.

      “And what? Feel free to speak openly.”

      “I wanted to say we weren’t ‘thawed,’ but decanted. Stasis doesn’t freeze a person. However, I shouldn’t correct you, ma’am. I apologize.”

      Aurelia softened her eyes. “I don’t mind correction where it’s warranted. I used the term thawing in jest, I assure you. Everyone in magistrate circles calls it freezing and such. Dark-humored fun, which I admit is in poor taste. So, if you’ve been decanted for two days, you must find yourself in good condition for the mission? You’ve recovered?”

      “My team I have been medically cleared and are conducting light drills and exercise.”

      “Good. Now, your full name is Sergeant Saito Servanus Shimada? Servanus being the Imperial True name allotted to you when you transferred allegiance.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “But Saito is your preferred name— as a Proselyti, you have the right to use it instead of the imperial epithet.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He waited a beat and added, “And I do use it.”

      “I’m sure many Imperial officers would object, but it’s fine with me. Oh. Pardon me a moment…”

      Her escort-adjutant Caiu had appeared at the doorway—although ‘filled the doorway’ would be a better description. Caiu stood a good twenty centimeters taller than Saito, with twice the bulk. This was the result, she knew, of in utero corpiforming, followed by years of painful mods during adolescence. All of it had purpose-built him for military life in a variety of deployments, gravities, and atmospheres. One of his tree-branch arms eased past Saito who—to his credit—didn’t blink and didn’t appear to notice the identifying features of that arm. Caiu’s sleeve had a heart-shaped sigil stitched onto it, and the hand holding out a datapad was missing its smallest finger, another sign of loyalty to the Cor Fidelis emperor-worship cult.

      The Corfid said, “Here,” in his husky growl.

      Saito did blink, now, as he realized the pad was for him and took it.

      “Mission files and briefing,” Aurelia explained then focused on Caiu. The Corfid had bowed over the lieutenant’s corpse. Aurelia had been so interested in the living, breathing man in the room that she’d forgotten the corpse completely. She told Caiu, “Yes, yes, remove it, but wait until we’ve concluded our meeting here before you send in the cleanbots. The wet patch on the carpet will be easy enough for Sgt. Saito to step over when leaving.”

      Without any difficulty, Caiu grabbed the body by the shirtfront and hauled it one-handed from the room. He headed forward and left a trail of leaking gore in his wake. He would leave the body with this docking area’s duty officer. That paperwork had been sent to the Maelstrom’s commanders already.

      Aurelia nodded at the pad. “You can read the files at your leisure. I’ll summarize them now, so there’s no great surprises, but just remember that everything you know from this point on—and everything on that pad—is confidential and not to be disclosed to anyone else aboard this station, including your people, until after we’ve left.”

      “And when is that, ma’am? The departure?”

      “Is an hour long enough for you to bring your team aboard?”

      “Plenty of time, ma’am.”

      “Sergeant, I’ve decided to call you Saito from now on, as long as we’re alone. So, I want you to drop the ‘ma’am.’ Call me Quaestor in public and Aurelia in private.”

      “I could call you Quaestor in both situations.”

      “Aurelia in private,” she insisted, tilting her head down a little to show she’d brook no argument. “I’d welcome such trust and informality between us.”

      “Very well, then, Aurelia.”

      “He can take orders. Very good. Now, about that summary…” She remained standing; she’d been sitting too long this morning. And Saito didn’t look uncomfortable standing at ease. She winked at the sensor above the door, sealing the compartment. Doubtless, she would say things she didn’t want either of her two-man crew of Cor Fidelis devotees to overhear.

      “Saito, since you’ve no doubt missed significant portions of history while in stasis, you may not know that we quaestors are judge-investigator-executioners serving at the emperor’s pleasure.” She awaited a response.

      The shrug was in Saito’s tone. “The office has been around for nine hundred years, I believe. The last fifteen or twenty times they decanted me, quaestors were a popular subject of conversation among the Imperial Regulars and civilians I worked around.”

      “Have you met one of us before?”

      “No.”

      “Nor have I met one of you: Proselyti, warriors converted at gunpoint from devotion to their Terranist Kaana to our Martianist emperors.”

      “Not converted at gunpoint, Quaes… Aurelia. We were given the choice between a noble death or living to bring order to the chaos we’d been partly responsible for creating. We chose the latter, which was also an honorable choice.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting weakness on the part of your people. I apologize if it came across that way.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.”

      “Because I’m an Imperial quaestor? We enact the law, but we’re not actually the law. Not actually an embodiment of moral perfection. We make mistakes, and we should apologize when those mistakes bring offense to a civilized person like you, someone serving empire and emperor as I do. And I hope I bring no offense when I ask you—out of pure curiosity—what is it like?”

      He blinked a couple of times. “What is what like?”

      “Being seventeen hundred years old.”

      “Ah. Well, I’m not.”

      He unbuttoned then shoved back his right sleeve, the sleeve of the arm holding the datapad. Then he turned his arm to show the paler flesh along the inside. Aurelia, it turned out, got to see his bio-tat earlier than she’d hoped. It read:

      cohortis proselytae: 882-Ctp

      
        
        53:112:22:05

      

      

      
      Saito’s unit, the Specialist Proselyte Battalion.

      His service number.

      His “lived” age, the biological one: fifty-three common years, one hundred and twelve days, twenty-two hours, five minutes. The 05 flicked over to 06 as she watched it.

      “Very interesting.” She motioned for him to drop his arm and noticed she still held the compact laser. She returned it to its holster within her sleeve while Saito rolled down his sleeve, and then she concluded, “Well, you appear very fit for your age.”

      “Mid-fifties isn’t old for many people throughout the Imperium,” he noted.

      “Mm. But for others, it is. Soldiers, for example, who’ve seen decades of action.”

      “Well, I treat my body kindly whenever I’m not in action or stasis, and the Imperial Army maintains its Proselyti with excellent care.” When she waited for more, he added, “I am fit, yes.”

      “Excellent to hear. May I also say—by way of compliment and curiosity rather than patronization—you seem well-spoken for a non-commissioned officer.”

      Something dark passed across his features, some old offense briefly remembered. “If we ever find the time to recount life stories, perhaps I’ll tell you mine.”

      “Intriguing. You are well-educated, though?”

      “I was, for a context that existed seventeen hundred years ago.”

      “Good enough. It means you’re literate, and, most importantly, you’ve learned how to learn.”

      He nodded, appreciating the point.

      She continued, “Your files report you as intelligent. Given the two dolts they’ve saddled me with here, I’ll enjoy working with someone like you.”

      He narrowed an eye at her, exactly as she expected him to. If his body hadn’t been ‘thawed’ from stasis, his mood and his opinion of her were certainly beginning to thaw. Which was what she wanted.

      “The High Magistrates Office provides its quaestors with all necessities including staff. I have a pilot, and I have an escort-adjutant, which is a fancy name for a bodyguard.”

      As if I need one, she thought sourly.

      “Normally, Saito, they’d be more than sufficient to assist me as I enact Pronouncements of Guilt within friendly territory. ‘Friendly’ meaning places such as this roving space station where the locals won’t impede my work or seek retribution for it. However, the case for which you’re joining me is different. Quite different. I’m going to guess you’ve never heard of the planet Vadox CX?”

      The sergeant shook his head.

      “Not surprising. There are thousands of planets, and this one isn’t notable. Terraformed and settled back in the 33rd century, it never really climbed out of its early status as a ‘shit hole,’ although it was relatively mineral rich. But terraforming was difficult. It’s a very dry world, and it’s situated a long way from the major trade routes of any era.”

      “But it is within current Imperium territory?”

      “In a poorer area of the empire, yes, and close to wild space. It’s policed and resourced by our central powers, but the High Consuls have often been grudging in their support of outer regions. This state of play has prompted the current governor to source some ‘funding’ of his own, most of which is diverted for his use. I mean, the man could have done what none of his predecessors did: actually govern his planet for its common citizens and migrant workers. But that’s not the type of person we’re dealing with; instead, he governs for the elite.” She chuckled. “By that flicker of cheek muscle, I see you’re thinking, ‘Doesn’t our emperor do the same?’”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything like that, ma’am.”

      “No? Well, others think that. There is a measure of inequity in our civilization, to be sure. My way of coming to terms with it is my belief that we’re a meritocracy at heart. We, at least, aspire to be. And the Imperial Family and clan are designed for and committed to wholesome values and noble rulership. You follow me?”

      She’d been speaking in Imperial True since judging the lieutenant. And Saito had appeared comfortable conversing in it; his translator patch certainly hadn’t interpreted anything for him yet. At her question, he nodded and gestured for her to go on.

      “All of the galaxy is empire, Saito, but not all of the galaxy has submitted to empire, to order, to the rule of common law. Three of these great Maelstrom battle stations conduct long and gradual sweeps of the empire’s outer reaches. Any policing and defense of those sectors is always strongest around those military stations where imperial power is concentrated and resourced. But as each Maelstrom moves, the best policing and military enforcement moves with it. So even within ‘imperial territory,’ there are flurries of defense for areas within it before that defense becomes impractical and the marauders and vagabonds edge back in. Some systems and sectors see blitzes of military activity that achieve great gains… and then they see nothing for the following few decades. In the midst of this, gentlemen like our current Vadox governor see their opportunity for sedition, for separation. The temptation to elevate themselves to their own minor emperorships grows too strong to resist.”

      Aurelia shook herself mildly, reminding her to keep on topic, rather than drifting into political commentary.

      “Vadox CX began its terraformed existence as a viable world, although it was barely populated or exploited back then. The Terranist war put an end to its early potential for relative prosperity by diverting people and trade. It floundered for several centuries, neglected and bypassed, a den of ruins where only the most desperate bandits and refugees sheltered. It took a very long time to win the sector back after your Terranists wrought havoc across the Milky Way. Again, I mean no offense by that.”

      “No offense taken. We did create havoc. And the Proselyti have spent seventeen centuries making amends.”

      “Yes, you have, haven’t you? One of the reasons I need Proselyti for this mission. But I do digress. Since the Imperium moved back in, Vadox System has endured eight centuries of resettlement, then more decline, and, finally, fresh investment and growth. But it’s an imperial system and supposedly governed by imperial laws and standards. Vadox CX’s present governor is named Eccles Ectorius. Ectorius has been judged guilty of corruption. This, sadly, is not unusual, and, sometimes, for the empire’s cohesion, it’s ignored by the consuls, senate, and magistrates. Unfortunately for Governor Ectorius, he’s also at the heart of a conspiracy to commit sedition and has drawn other corrupt governors and power brokers into his web. Also, and this is the worst of all, he’s been discovered reaching out to warlords from beyond the empire for potential support.”

      Saito frowned. “The idiot’s trying to create a breakaway bloc?”

      “A coalition of the moronically suicidal, yes.”

      Saito grunted and nodded. “And we’re to ensure that ends badly for him.”

      “It’s time for the silly old fart to go and for a true representative of empire and the emperor to be installed. Someone who can transform a decayed world into a better representation of what the Imperium is meant to be.”

      And with that last thought, Aurelia saw her sister’s face. She pictured Florene seated in Ectorius’ chair at the next Council of Governors, and she allowed herself a small smile.

      Saito said, “You mentioned this territory won’t be as ‘friendly’ to you as most. Ectorius has amassed a degree of personal power?”

      Aurelia pursed her lips a moment, thinking how to best phrase her response. “It’s not local resistance we’re concerned about, if that’s what you’re thinking. Emperor Nero’s spies on world will ensure a bout of severe food poisoning that neutralizes the local Army Garrison. There’ll be a minor infrastructure collapse on the far side of the planet which will draw away remaining healthy troopers. Relax, Sergeant: no citizens will be killed in the collapse; I’ve been assured of this.”

      Saito’s gaze flicked down to the gore on the floor. “You need a team to keep any leftover heat off you while the governor meets the same fate as the lieutenant.”

      “Not precisely. You see, it’s Ectorius’ off-world support we’re most concerned about. Though stuck with a minor appointment, Ectorius is a networker. He has a great many friends in the halls of power: the Senate, the Chamber of Magnates, even the spouses of two High Consuls. Not to mention the small number of other planetary governors we’re aware are sympathetic to his conspiracy’s goals. So, it simply wouldn’t do to swoop in and execute him in his home or workplace. Not even to blatantly poison him. He’s too ‘connected’ for such public acts.”

      “Then Governor Ectorius will vanish?”

      “As he prepares for a soiree he’s holding, yes. Him—and his wife if she’s present.”

      “We go in and take them?”

      “We go in. Legally, I take them. It’s not an Army matter. You work for the High Magistrates Office until it’s concluded. I have been commanded to facilitate this mission this way. My signed mandate is from the Magistrates, and it is co-signed by Emperor Nero, himself. These are my orders and yours: discreetness, stealth, speed, secrecy. Saito, hear this: witnesses cannot be tolerated. If hospitality or other staff see us, if any local troopers are present, they must not survive the encounter.”

      “That will… leave a mess.”

      “A mess is not a problem. Being seen leaving would be.”

      “A problem for the emperor.”

      It was the first time Aurelia read any kind of disapproval or reluctance in him.

      She gave him a chiding look. “‘For the Emperor’ means ‘for all of us.’”

      Saito continued to look displeased at the prospect of shooting unarmed civilians, but after a moment’s internal struggle, he accepted it with a grim nod. “For the empire and for order. And Ectorius? What’s his fate?”

      “We deliver him to Nero’s examiners. Over the next few months, his worst co-conspirators will be rooted out, and they will meet with sudden, tragic accidents.”

      Saito shifted his feet around a little. “The reason you’re seconding Proselyti is because we can’t be corrupted by this governor? Or because we can’t possibly be related to any Imperial Houses?”

      Aurelia had a sudden flashback to her last conversation with her sister, just a week ago. Florene telling her she was mad entrusting herself to a complement of Proselyti.

      To which Aurelia had replied, “Have they ever been known to mutiny? In seventeen centuries of service?” And when Florene had opened her mouth to continue her objection, Aurelia had added, “Besides, you know I’m saddled with two Cor Fideli as crew. They’re well-known for sniffing out mutineers before a mutiny gets going.”

      Florene had grunted, ceding the point, but unhappy about it.

      Aurelia had startled her sister by popping open a hidden compartment on her mechanical arm and grinning. “Also, I do have my own protections.”

      “A fact I always seem to forget.” Florene had laughed. “My formidable sister, the quaestor.”

      Here and now with Saito, she lifted her machine arm to scratch at her forehead’s toughened dermis above her left eye, the machine eye. The skin orgmentation was new, as were upgrades to her musculature, lungs, and circulatory system. No mere trooper was going to get the better of Aurelia Cossea…

      In answer to Saito’s double-barreled question, she said, “You’re correct. From our perspective, you’re incorruptible. The same cannot be said of everybody. For example, the lieutenant—” it was her turn to flick her gaze toward the dark patch and streaks on the carpet “—was not only guilty of brutal crimes in his adolescence. The little shit reported for Ectorius’ network.”

      Saito’s head tilted in surprise. “A spy? Here?”

      “Indeed. Reporting things that might trouble or be useful to Ectorius’ chums. There’s another reason you’re so trustworthy: the last time any Proselyti in your team was decanted was before Ectorius’ birth. He simply can’t have gotten to you—even if he had anything to offer you.”

      Saito tilted his head the other way. “Sure. But you don’t need us. Why not procure a platoon of Corfids—excuse me—Cor Fideli?”

      “I call them Corfids, too,” she admitted with a smirk. “And yes, we considered that. Both my pilot and my escort-adjutant are adherents to the Cor Fidelis philosophy and movement.” When she caught the brief curl of his upper lip, her smile broadened. “I like them about as much as you do. Probably for different reasons. Military people dislike them because they’re often sociopaths and always complete assholes who tend to muddle up clearcut mission objectives. I dislike them because of their underlying arrogance and because they bring unnecessary confusion to our society. There are no degrees when it comes to devotion or loyalty or fidelity. You either serve the emperor, or you don’t. You’re either devoted, or you’re not. Sugar is sweet and salt is savory—no degrees, no special cases. The mere existence of Corfids casts doubts over everybody else’s fidelity. Also, the bastards continually report on small and often imagined slights against the emperor by people who are just going about their business, and that makes a quaestor’s job harder than it needs to be.”

      She shook her head sheepishly.

      “I’m babbling. You unfortunately tapped into one of my pet hates. Back to the subject. I have a team of Proselyti and Cor Fideli. There’s no way Ectorius’ network could have gotten to you.”

      “And Proselyti have proven we
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