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            Part One

          

          
            Overture: Vibol

          

          In the Twelfth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: January the Sixth at Petron

        

      

    

    
      Fashion is the art of planning so successfully, so far in advance, that the results look like magic when they come together. Every seam aligns as if the very Gods themselves came down and touched the garment with their blessing.

      Vibol kept that in mind as he angrily stuffed his finger into his mouth to stop any blood from dripping and staining the masterpiece of cloth that lay vengeful in his lap. It would not have been so personally embarrassing to stick himself with a needle, save that he was not alone in his studio today, the ever-present and intelligently-silent bouncers Jessica required around him at all times notwithstanding.

      Seeker looked up from the notebook in which he was committing further memories to paper for posterity, spies, and the morbidly-curious. His silent grin made the entire farce even worse.

      Next to the tiny man, Amala Bhattacharya assaulted Vibol’s serenity with a single, well-shaped eyebrow that communicated volumes silently. She did that now. Gone was the dowdy Security Centurion who had come to him as nothing but raw material.

      Jessica had turned the woman into an Ambassador. A Personal Representative to the Throne of Corynthe, something vaguely similar to the Ritters of the Imperial Household that were embodied in Moirrey, Vo, and even Casey herself, before she became the entirety of the Fribourg Empire and could speak with her own voice.

      Amala was still the first such Representative. As far as Vibol was aware, there were only three, being Amala, Torsten Wald, and the now-apparently-disappeared-forever-again Summer Ulfsson.

      Amala let her face slide into a warmer smile, so Vibol removed the offending digit from his mouth and inspected it. And took it as a sign from those self-same Gods that he risked offending them at this point if he pursued punishing himself. He placed the cloth on a handy table next to his personal tackle box with a suppressed sigh.

      “I’ve never actually seen you do that to yourself,” Amala volunteered vaguely.

      “Nor should you have,” Vibol snapped, still angry at himself. “I appear to be subconsciously punishing myself for my mistakes. I should have foreseen this situation.”

      “And it will take you how many days to rectify the situation, Minister of Fashion?” Seeker tweaked him with the slightest grin on his face.

      Vibol allowed it. These two conspirators represented his closest kin and friends over the last half decade. With Amala, he had helped invade Seeker’s world, politely overthrowing the then-Khan of Trusski and starting an even greater revolution.

      But for Jessica’s obstinacy later, the three of them would have no doubt been press-ganged into more and greater revolutions within the former Protectorate of Man, now bereft of the very God that had shaped their lives for two thousand years.

      “Two days,” Vibol answered the man, setting his pique to one side again to focus on his art as he realized he was being childish. “I will fit her in the afternoon tomorrow, and then finish things after that. Mostly sizing everything and finishing seams so that it looks perfect, knowing how much a woman’s body can change over the course of a month.”

      “And you have how long until the ceremony?” Seeker pressed, Socratically challenging that self-same pique and grinding it into dust under the weight of his logic and sarcasm.

      “Nine weeks,” Vibol allowed with only the faintest huff to his voice. “But much could go wrong in that time.”

      “As none of the participants are likely pregnant at this time, I cannot imagine the need to make radical revisions to their costumes,” Amala grinned. “And the men’s outfits are loose to begin with. Plus, you’ve completed the remaining ones.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Hush, you old fuss-bucket,” Amala interrupted him.

      She could do that. She was still technically his commanding officer, as nobody had ever remembered to undo the orders sending him to invade Trusski at her side as a mere First Rate Spacer. The three of them had fallen under the orders of Emmerich zu Wachturm for a time, who had apparently forgotten the details. Or ignored them.

      Later, after St. Legier was nearly destroyed, Amala and Seeker had been kept in strict isolation from any but the most trusted Imperial citizens. And Vibol had moved on as Personal Tailor to Kasimira.

      “One, I’m going to laugh at you forever for not anticipating this one,” Amala continued. “Especially since you are usually nine steps ahead of all of us, except perhaps Jessica. Two, it will be utterly gorgeous and you and I both know it. Plus, it’s Jessica’s party, so nobody will remember her until they look at pictures later. And Jessica will be utterly breathtaking. I hope to look that good on my wedding day.”

      Vibol and Seeker both perked up, however quietly.

      “No, I do not have a candidate in mind,” she snapped, turning to look at both older men individually.

      At one time, Vibol had secretly wondered if the former Khan of Trusski might fill such a role, but, like Vibol, he was older than Amala’s own sire, so the two men had become extra father figures to the young security Centurion.

      Young enough. She would be thirty-seven this year. About time the damn woman settled down, especially now that the wars were over.

      Vibol made a mental note to begin stalking potential suitors for his third favorite daughter.

      “And we weren’t talking about me,” Amala put a conversational foot down.

      “Indeed,” Vibol surrendered the field to his two friends. “I should have seen it. We all should have. The woman has been in the background for nearly thirty years, but always there.”

      “So you will make her gorgeous, Vibol,” Seeker said. “Just as Jessica, Casey, and Moirrey will be. And that is that.”

      “It is indeed,” Vibol grumbled, perhaps just a little. “I will make Jessica’s fourth Warden as stunning as the others. I owe Marcelle Travere that much.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Torsten

          

          In the Twelfth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: January the Eleventh at Petron

        

      

    

    
      Because it was already part of his exercise routine, Torsten had found it easy enough to get up a little earlier than usual most days and include an informal meeting with Uly Larionov as part of a ten kilometer run, just as the sun was rising, at least theoretically rising today behind a morning drizzle. They would stretch together and chat, without necessarily making things official. Torsten had no official role in the government, save representing Jessica and protecting her. Uly and David and Desianna were responsible for the daily tasks.

      They made Jessica’s occasional pronouncements law, and worked with various advisory bodies to make sure the government itself ran. Jessica did not need to know about standards for agricultural measurements, just that there was enough food available, if an emergency occurred.

      More importantly, running like this kept all their bodyguards in shape, Uly being too important to take a loop around Petron’s capital city, Corynthe, without also having a half dozen much younger men in hand.

      Even with a titanium replacement for more than half of one leg, Torsten still had to go through his morning stretching routine like a religion. Perhaps more so, since he needed to keep the organic parts limber enough to keep working. The metal wouldn’t age appreciably before they buried him.

      “Messenger came in late yesterday,” Uly said as they finished stretching and started towards the front gate of the palace in a light haze of wetness. “Lady Casey’s fleet is about a week and a half behind him, and they wanted to make sure everybody understood that it wasn’t a planetary invasion.”

      “That’s impressive,” Torsten noted as a mob of men fell in around them. “Just what did she bring?”

      Around them, a dozen men with guns strapped to thighs or under arms set up a moving perimeter that would keep the average civilian at a safe distance, as would the armed truck floating along behind them, in case somebody wanted to do something ill-advised.

      Jessica had broken the truly stupid ones more than a decade ago, killing most of them off in the purge following the battle that brought her to the throne. But stupid was always a plague vector in humanity.

      “Wachturm must have put his foot down,” Uly laughed. “The original plan I read was for a couple of cruisers and escorts, but they’re arriving in a Heavy Dreadnaught, a dozen of Bedrov’s cruisers, and two dozen corvettes, plus a mob of cargo freighters and civilian boats filled with important people who want to be here. You’d think they were expecting to face pirates or something.”

      Torsten laughed with him. Corynthe had been founded on piracy. Until Arnulf Rodriguez seized the throne thirty-some years ago, it had been more of a realm of pirates than an actual kingdom. Aquitaine had sent Jessica, and let her retain her second role, because they saw the benefit from civilizing the far fringes of the galaxy beyond Lincolnshire, even if they didn’t share any borders with the pirates.

      “Are so many ships going to be a problem?” Torsten asked, letting his brain absorb the data and file it away so he could pull it out later as information.

      The warships would remain in orbit, but space was big, as long as everyone behaved. The smaller yachts could land on a planetary surface, where no doubt a number of Dukes, Landgrafs, and Burggrafs would need to play tourist and inject cash into the local economy in a scale Uly probably hadn’t planned for. At least not yet.

      There would be trade deals to be had, so Uly would be involved from an official standpoint, and then send his niece Kari and her husband Galen as family representatives to get a slice as well.

      Hopefully, the Imperials would bring enough bodyguards to protect themselves and not just wander into some of the darker and more dangerous parts of town. Piracy was a state of mind, and not everyone had gotten over it yet.

      “No problem,” Uly replied with a grunt that sounded like a laugh. “A staff econometricist did an exceptional job of planning, once upon a time. Tossed my plans into the trash and pulled out his third contingencies. How did you know I’d be dealing with an invasion, however polite it looks on the surface?”

      “You’ve never met the Grand Admiral in person, Uly,” Torsten laughed. “Only the old Red Admiral before Jessica lit a fire under his ass.”

      “That tough?” Uly asked with a sidelong glance as the jogged companionably.

      “St. Legier happened,” Torsten replied. “In an afternoon, the whole government was gone. But for Provst and Arlo, Fribourg might have come apart at that point. Until we can get Casey and Vo properly married off and having children, the Imperial Succession Plan contains a few men we’d just as soon never got any closer to the throne than they are now. Em’s number four today, after some others with distaff connections to Karl V, but he doesn’t want the job. There’s no way in hell that he lets Casey come out here without enough firepower to annihilate the entire Corynthe Fleet, if he has to.”

      “Gimme five more years and that force wouldn’t be enough,” Uly said in an offhanded way. “Tax revenue is coming along nicely as David plays carrot and stick games with some of the outliers. And Bedrov and Nakamura have gotten into a pissing match again.”

      “Oh, dear God, now what?” Torsten asked.

      Pops Nakamura, Crown Naval Designer of Corynthe, Retired. Still a pain in the ass some days.

      Yan Bedrov, current Crown Naval Designer of Corynthe. Always a pain in the ass, however much Torsten liked the man.

      Best friends. Respected competitors. Teenage boys with too much sophisticated design modeling software at their disposal.

      “It’s Jessica’s fault,” Uly laughed. “One of those Dowager Queen remarks she likes to drop into conversations to remind people that David will formally be adopted as Crown Prince soon, and then she’ll retire and make him legally boss.”

      Torsten could just imagine what his dear love had done now.

      Especially with those two clowns.

      “Go ahead,” Torsten said, looking at the evil smile on Uly’s face. “Ruin my morning and my digestion.”

      “One of Jessica’s folks came up with something new,” Uly said. “Took a Type-2 beam and made a pulse version of it, like the point-defense Type-1-Pulse on the corvettes. The one Moirrey invented.”

      “Arott Whughy eventually admitted to that,” Torsten said. “The man’s a competent engineer for a line officer.”

      “Right,” Uly nodded. “So the Type-3 can be modified for short or long range. Moirrey’s trick on Kali-ma. Except that now you don’t ever need them short. Not sure which design I like better, but by the time you two want to go circumnavigate the galaxy as a honeymoon, you’ll likely be doing it in a Survey Dreadnaught. Type-1-Pulse for missiles. Type-2-Pulse for fighters, and seven or eight Type-4’s in turrets for anybody that wants to get frisky. Plus a flight wing.”

      “How the hell do we afford all that?” Torsten asked, nearly losing the pace in his shock.

      “Dunno,” Uly laughed. “But I figure them two trying to outdo each other between now and then means that the other designs get better. David and I are already looking at one about the size of an old Aquitaine destroyer with a StarFlower forward and a mixed battery of the Pulse turrets. Great as an escort against a MotherShip or Lincolnshire’s new catamarans they’re building. Pretty good as a wolfpack hunting 3- and 4-ring MotherShips around here, too.”

      “Is the era of the personal StarFighter over?” Torsten asked sharply, letting the ramifications of the Type-2-Pulse beam settle in his brain.

      Uly shrugged as he jogged.

      Carrier operations and missiles had been relatively central to the major powers, Aquitaine and Fribourg, for centuries. In the fringes Lincolnshire and Corynthe, plus others for example, they were an economic necessity, since you could mount a gun on a cheap hull and throw them into combat.

      Before Buran. Before the need for heavier beams and the uselessness of missiles. Moirrey, Yan, and Pops had done more than anyone to change the very nature of warfare over the last decade. Maybe the last century.

      What would that mean to the economies of other places? Piracy practically required StarFighters to run a freighter down and corral it.

      What would Corynthe be if it turned into a real star nation?

      There was one person he could ask. Someone with the long-enough perspective to judge things like that.

      Torsten would have to go talk to the Lord of Tiki. That was, if Ainsley allowed it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Jessica

          

          In the Twelfth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: January the Eleventh at Petron

        

      

    

    
      Jessica held both blades loosely and let her muscles flow. Her hair was tied back today with a piece of forest green silk that reminded her of the old uniform she no longer wore. From distant legend when she was merely a Command Centurion.

      In her left hand, she held the long, straight, single-edged sword, what the combatants called a saber. Instead of something more exotic, it was made of simple steel. Tradition. In her right hand was the much shorter blade, also steel, but heavier, and with a reinforced cross-guard instead of the saber’s basket protecting her fingers, the main-gauche.

      Valse d’Glaive.

      The Sword Dance.

      The robot across the mat from her fought as her mirror today. As was normal, it was right-handed, since most people were as well. Being left-handed gave her an advantage. But she had learned not to be predictable, a lesson hammered home too many times over the decades when she forgot.

      This new machine had been specifically imported from Aquitaine, manufactured to her specifications by a company that had gotten rich and famous for supplying her earlier models, once a whole new generation of kids decided to emulate the famous Jessica Keller and study the double-bladed arts.

      She shrugged and dropped into a fast squat once, bouncing back up to make sure everything was still flexible. In the old days, five minutes of stretching had been sufficient warm up, but that was twenty-seven years ago, when a grizzled veteran marine had walked into the class where she was studying unarmed martial arts styles like Aikido and Kung Fu, and challenged a young punk named Keller to learn something dangerous.

      Jessica still called every machine she owned Tolga in his memory, the man having passed away nine years ago after training two generations of Republic Officers how to think outside any dojo floor.

      Forty-six-year-old Jessica still had to stretch extensively before she danced, and practice every other day. It kept her supple and lean. But today, she was not going to push things. The last thing she needed was to pull something or break a bone just before her own wedding.

      She was taking it easy. For her.

      “Fighting Robot activate,” she called across the space. “Challenge Rating Four.”

      Five was a hard workout. Six was for experts. Seven for masters. She had, at one time when Kali-ma had seemed to touch her soul, danced with an earlier machine at Nine a few times. Eight required a secondary override, just to activate the machine.

      Challenge Rating Four was enough today.

      The bipedal machine came to life. Its swords were the same lengths as hers, but made of a blunt plastic that would leave welts and bruises. And did.

      “Combat Mode initiated,” a soothing woman’s voice replied. “Challenge Rating Four confirmed.”

      Jessica’s bodysuit was already beginning to wick sweat from her skin. The old deck boots she wore would maintain traction, even if she did sweat too much, although her graying hair was back and out of her eyes.

      She shifted to her left quickly. Humans were mostly right-handed, so to track her was to pivot against the grain of their own body, especially when one was trained to block with the left and strike with the right. Today, it brought her closer to the saber.

      The robot’s long blade flickered out, almost a kiss as the smaller blade came at her low.

      Jessica let thought drain out of her.

      Thinking slowed you down when blade dancing.

      She blocked unconsciously with the saber in a crossover and struck with the main-gauche instead. At Four, the machine would not anticipate it, and she scored a cheap shot.

      Cheating, but she was always a little superstitious when breaking in a new robot or a new dojo the first time.

      Her blade thumped loudly off the machine’s shin.

      “Contact: Keller. Score 1 to 0,” the woman’s voice announced.

      Jessica watched the robot step back and reset.

      Yes. This was what she needed. To beat the living hell out of the fighting robot for a while.

      It would be a good warm-up for all the politics she would not be able to avoid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Tadej

          

          Date of the Republic February 11, 405 Penmerth, Ladaux

        

      

    

    
      The Premier of the Aquitaine Senate did not have many ceremonial duties that he needed to attend to, as he was not the ceremonial Head of State. Not that Tadej Horvat was the type that normally enjoyed glad-handing irrelevant strangers. That task fell to the President of the Republic, Calina Szabolcsi, a descendent of Henri Baudin and his wife Katayoun.

      Additionally, while he might end up being classified as one of Jessica Keller’s Guardian Angels by historians, they did not have all that close of a personal relationship. It had always been a formal, professional thing, unlike Nils Kasum, whom many saw as a second father to the woman, or Judit Chavarría, who had been the Premier who authorized the Thuringwell mission that functionally ended the Great War between Aquitaine and Fribourg.

      So he was not part of the cast of characters and rogues traveling to Corynthe for the official wedding ceremonies between Keller and Torsten Wald, a former Imperial naval officer who had withstood the trials necessary to touch that woman’s soul. Judit and Calina would handle that part brilliantly from an official standpoint, while Nils Kasum was taking his entire family as part of an extended vacation.

      The Senate could not recess for the four months or more necessary for Tad to travel thus, and Tad had little trust for those he would leave behind in power had he decided to go. Some of them were merely too junior varsity to handle the task. Others might get the wrong ideas and make wrong choices when they had a taste of such potential.

      That would never do. Especially not with all the wheels he had in motion right now.

      There would never likely be another opportunity like this, at least in his career. Possibly his lifetime.

      All the key Imperials would be well away from home for a greatly extended tour of the Galactic Rims, leaving time for weasels to get into the hen house and wreak all manner of havoc, back home. Young Kasimira would be isolated from her government, leaving men who must face all that unrest alone. In other places, liberal bribes had loosened up natural reticence and laziness to allow Tad to call in favors as well as issue secret orders to make Kasimira’s return slow and problematic.

      At no point could any of it be traced back to him or Aquitaine, regardless of everyone’s suspicions in the matter. None of the activities in and of themselves were all that grand, once you got past the grandeur of some of the statements involved.

      No, just little things. You had to be standing off to one side as the avalanche began to truly appreciate what it would all add up to, when it finally reached the bottom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Casey

          

          Imperial Founding: 183/01/15 IFV Indianapolis, JumpSpace

        

      

    

    
      Casey considered the minimal amount of paperwork that she normally had to do on any given day as she sat and shared tea with Em. That had been the bane of her existence at one point, those piles of documents that needed to be reviewed and approved on a regular basis.

      It had gotten better over time, as Torsten had been able to build up his own staff to the point that most things did not need her fingerprints on them. But without the House of Dukes, the House of the People had been slow to step into the breach. Even today, the two Houses were only slowly coming into some sense of balance with one another.

      Or rather, the House of the People was showing a remarkable obstinacy in dealing with the so-called Senior House. The Dukes, in turn, occasionally struggled with the fact that their word was not fiat law any more.

      “Florin for your thoughts?” Em was smiling at her as Casey realized she had been gathering wool instead of talking to her favorite uncle.

      She blushed swiftly and smiled at the man. Vo would join them soon, but Casey had always maintained time for just her and Em to sit and talk. Vo would join this group at some very-near future, but she and the Grand Admiral did represent the entirety of Fribourg right now.

      At least until they could expand the inner circle wide enough to provide a more stable footing. Em’s son Tiede would be senior enough in another few years, as would his sons-in-law: Jeltje’s husband Carsten and Heike’s husband Bernard.

      Both men were exceptional matches for the daughters of the feared Red Admiral, as Em had been. Once upon a time, they would not have been admitted into the inner councils, those reserved for Princes of the Blood, but so many of those men had proven to be unreliable at best and traitors at worst.

      “Contemplating the sorts of troubles that people might get up to back home, with so many of us so far removed,” Casey said. “Just one of those introspective moments where I fear that not having you and Hendrik at the reins, nor Torsten, leaves too much in untried hands.”

      “Cameron Lara will brook no nonsense from the Dukes, nor from the People,” Em pronounced firmly. “And Ralf Frankenheimer will handle Chief of Staff duties while I’ve taken Hendrik away.”

      “And Tom Provst?” Casey echoed.

      “And Tom,” Em agreed. “Any fool starting troubles with that man will have Kiril Hahl’s example in the back of his mind. Him I left behind specifically, even though he truly deserved to be here. I will make it up to Tom later, when it is your turn.”

      “Oh?” Casey asked slyly.

      “Ralf’s getting long in the tooth and will be ready to retire one of these days,” Em replied. “I’d like you to consider putting Tom in Blue and making him Chief of Naval Operations when Ralf goes. And moving him into the Fleet Council that used to only be the Cousins.”

      “Should we also make him a Duke?” Casey considered, her mind turning serious at the machinations.

      Tom Provst was happily married to Karoline, so a political marriage into one of the ducal families would not work. But there were other ways to raise a man up. Or a woman, considering Avelina Indovina, Duke Presumptive of Lighthouse Station, located in the hidden depths of the former Protectorate of Man.

      “Where?” Em asked simply, obviously considering the same line of logic.

      “If Buran the God is destroyed, and I expect you to keep at it, every time you even suspect that they are trying to rebuild him, then the M’Hanii Gulf may end up being a permanent border, depending,” Casey said. “That leaves several colonies on my side of the line that could become Imperial, either with or without the current inhabitants, depending on their decision to bend to me or flee.”

      “Samara might be a good choice, then,” Em mused. “Already a major-enough economy and significant naval facilities, even with all of Buran’s fleets largely withdrawn. Their navy eventually abandoned the world, but the general populace is still holding out. Lan and Kiel have made a successful series of runs between Samara and Osynth B’Udan. They sent Provst personal letters that read like naval reports every time they cross into our space, and no doubt do the same for their masters over there.”

      “I would like to meet those two someday,” Casey nodded. “If possible. So much of the things we were able to do to end that war came about from their efforts, even if everything is utterly secret, even today.”

      Em shrugged. There was no answer to that for either of them.

      A knock at the hatch and Anna-Katherine opened it.

      “General zu Arlo, ma’am,” she said brightly, stepping to one side at Casey’s nod.

      She had lost track of time wool-gathering, that much was obvious. Or Vo was early, but that man was always on time.

      Reliable.

      He was dressed today in the nicer uniform that fell short of the full dress ensemble he so hated. But still better than the field utilities the man preferred.

      Given his head, Casey suspected he would either fall all the way back to his Aquitaine Centurion uniform, or perhaps Fourth Saxon Legion, Grand Army of the Republic.

      She set down her tea and rose for a hug and quick kiss. Soon enough, they would also be married and could spend time together without a chaperone such as Anna-Katherine or Em. But the old maids of the nobility must be mollified. All must be above reproach.

      Seated, she served him herself. She could do that.

      Em just watched with a grin on his face, but he would.

      Casey always wondered how much of Vo’s personal arc had been somehow maneuvered by the Grand Admiral, though she never asked. Vo had been the one man Em could absolutely rely on when he needed someone on the scene. During the Coup. After the Bombardment. Even Thuringwell, before anybody else even understood who the man really was. Anybody but Jessica, that is.

      Time and again, the resolute Vo zu Arlo.

      She smiled at him and let his smile warm her.

      Jessica had told her the older stories, of a much younger Vo. Ramsey. Ballard. Alexandria Station. Quinta.

      Yes.

      “We were talking about Tom Provst,” Em began. “How to reward the man for his service. You spent a great deal of time around him over the last few years. More than either of us. Your thoughts?”

      “When it became my job to save St. Legier, his was the sword I called upon,” Vo replied poetically, storyteller that he was. “Since then, he has always seen himself as the guarantor of the Throne itself. “For Tom, service is enough. On the other hand, Jacob or Mallory might be amenable to a political marriage that moved them closer to the center.”

      “His children?” Casey asked. “How old are they?”

      “Jacob is a naval lieutenant, but I’m not sure where he’s assigned right now,” Vo said, reaching back deep. “Mallory is…If I remember, she should be about twenty-three right now and considering what she wants to do with her life. Others might be courting her as the daughter of Tom Provst. You’d have to investigate.”

      “Your task, Em,” Casey nodded to the Grand Admiral.

      There wasn’t much they could do, this far from St. Legier, except plan. Three frigates were on a circular run that would intersect with Casey’s fleet regularly, and then return home, hauling news and orders both ways, but everything was at a significant and growing lag.

      It would be worse, once Jessica was permanently either home on Petron, or touring the galaxy, as she had threatened to do so many times, to allow David to reign unimpeded. She would miss her friends.

      But that was the future. In between, one last splendid event now, and then another back home at St. Legier. And then the grand adventures could begin.
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          In the Twelfth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: January the Twentieth at Petron

        

      

    

    
      Jessica smiled at David’s discomfort as they all sat in the primary meeting room: her, David, Uly, Desianna, Torsten, and Wiley.

      “I feel like I’m a kid asking for his allowance early,” David groused, though with a smile on his face. “It’s good having you home, but it still takes some getting used to, especially with everything else going on.”

      “I’m just here to plan for the wedding side of things,” Jessica grinned back at his discomfort. “You three are still in charge of the rest.”

      “Yes, but…” he laughed. “Vishnu that sounds corny, even from me. And I’ve had over a year to prepare for this. We all have. Ever since we first heard the news. Are we prepared for what’s about to land on us? The Imperial Party will be a hundred times what we were expecting.”

      “Not all of them will be invited to the ceremony.” Torsten leaned in and caught the younger man’s eye. “I doubt that the list will grow all that much. By a few dozen at most. The rest are either here to be seen, or because Emmerich zu Wachturm won’t allow Casey to travel without a significant, military retinue. She is the Throne of Fribourg right now.”

      “And all the civilians?” Uly countered. “What should we do with them?”

      “We can deputize Imperial marines if we need to,” Jessica said. “Attach them under local gendarmes. My suggestion would be to set aside a few palaces and a couple of halls or warehouses and let the Imperials throw their own parties on their own florins. God help anybody in that crowd who turns into an official embarrassment when the Emperor is on planet. That woman has a long memory.”

      That got rude snickers around the table.

      “What?” Jessica asked the group.

      “Not that that would describe anybody else we know,” Torsten smiled at her to take the sting out his words.

      “Well, yes, but…”

      Jessica let the rest of her sentence trail off amidst the laughter.

      “Fine,” she rolled her eyes at these people, some of her closest friends in the galaxy. “When is the Aquitaine contingent expected to arrive?”

      “A great many of them are already here,” Desianna spoke up. “Your parents, Slava and Sasha, and their kids are staying at the main palace. Other cousins are close by and being put up by the crown. It’s a good thing you’re rich, by the way.”

      Jessica laughed. Desianna had no real idea how much wealth Jessica had accumulated personally over her career, both in the Aquitaine Navy and in Imperial Service. Some of her investments with Moirrey on Thuringwell were generating enough cash flow for a normal person to retire wealthy, to say nothing of the rest.

      “I’m not worried,” Jessica replied.

      “So Aquitaine is sending a smaller fleet than Fribourg, but we presume that’s a failure of their spies, rather than anything else,” Desianna continued. “Plus so many of your old comrades have also retired over the last two years, when you did. They are arriving with the fleet, but as semi-civilians. Several others have been granted extended leave to join us. We expect them about a week after Casey arrives. And yes, I vote we keep them as separated from the Imperials as we do the locals, only because not all of them will be as well behaved as your old friends.”

      Something in her voice caught Jessica’s ear. She felt her face get serious. Uly and Torsten both caught it as well, because they sobered almost in tandem. Wiley scowled.

      “What else?” Jessica said.

      Desianna shrugged.

      “As civilian head of yours and David’s government, I am also your top spymaster,” Desianna began in a careful voice. “I also have certain Imperial sources of information. Information that does not leave this room.”

      Everyone glanced at Torsten, and he nodded. None of them would be here but for Jessica’s trust.

      “The Head of the Republic party is Judit Chavarría and her immediate suite,” Desianna explained. “She was most recently Palatine Governor to Fribourg for the government of Tadej Horvat. As such, we suspect that she was also working diligently while she was on St. Legier to materially damage Imperial society, even as you were saving everyone’s asses out on the border.”

      “Not surprising,” Jessica said. “Judit is a close friend of Horvat’s. And a cut-throat politician. One of the few people in the galaxy that he trusts, besides Nils Kasum.”

      “So it is to be expected that she would be the official representative of Aquitaine’s government for the wedding,” Desianna nodded. “Nils Kasum, who is much friendlier, is retired now and apparently accepting no official duties.”

      “None?” Jessica asked sharply.

      That didn’t sound at all like Nils. He had been making noises at one point about getting himself appointed to the Senate as a non-party-man. Many former First Lords of the Fleet did that. The Senate benefited from their expertise, and such folk were usually outside the normal party organizations.

      “None,” Desianna confirmed. “Based on what you have told me about the man, that’s odd but no more suspicious than Chavarría being sent.”

      “But?” Jessica asked.

      “Lincolnshire has just filed a formal complaint with both Aquitaine and Corynthe over the passage of the Imperial Fleet,” Desianna said. “In spite of no size being specified in the original transit agreement, they are apparently upset that so many warships traveled here, and refuse the fleet permission to transit their space or call on their worlds on the return trip.”

      “What do they gain?” Wiley got into the conversation now.

      As David’s duties were almost completely focused on the Crown today, his role as Vice Admiral had become more and more ceremonial. As a result, Wiley had become functionally the only Rear Admiral of the Fleet, just as David was the only Vice Admiral and Jessica the only Admiral. That made her operational Chief of Staff of the fleet.

      Jessica planned to retain her title when she gave up the others, just to remind these pirates who they would have to answer to, if they did make trouble.

      “I’m not really sure,” Desianna replied, turning to the woman. “It’s not like they can’t just shift their flight path and return home via Salonnian space instead. Those merchant-thieves are already a treaty partner of Fribourg going back generations.”

      “Time,” Torsten spoke up. “They gain time. Something is going on at St. Legier and forcing Casey to spend an extra month or two in transit home gives them a larger window for mischief. And it will be mischief.”

      “How so?” Jessica demanded.

      Torsten might be here because he was her unindicted co-conspirator in most things, but he had also proven himself her partner on the basis of his genius for econometrics. Understanding numbers and the stories that they really told, in spite of the way one might spin them. Seeing deeper than anybody else at what lay hidden beneath.

      “Judit was trying to destabilize the Empire.” Torsten put his elbows forward on the conference table, like the lecturing professor she frequently accused him of being. “Moirrey caught her short by destroying the God and ending all need for you and First Expeditionary Fleet. You withdrew your forces and everybody sauntered back to their own sides of the border. Judit’s services were no longer needed at that point, and Casey politely thanked her and sent her home as well. But this event, this massive circus of craziness, would be a known quantity of time that Casey, Em, and people like Tom Provst would be away from the Capital. They could strike with impunity, and no messages would reach either direction for months.”

      “Then someone may have screwed up,” Uly’s smile might have been one of those sharks Jessica had fought so desperately. “Tom Provst’s still Supreme Commander, Home Fleet, back on St. Legier, according to my own spies. Wachturm chose not to bring him along.”

      “What can he do?” David asked.

      Jessica smiled. Of all of them, David probably had the least understanding of Tom Provst. Uly would have gotten Galen’s stories and reports. The rest had actually met the man at some point.

      “Anybody challenging the Throne will have to climb over Tom Provst’s bloody corpse to get there,” Jessica said simply. “And they’ll need to bring a lot of friends with them to even try.”
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          Imperial Founding: 183/01/18 Fleet Headquarters, Above St. Legier

        

      

    

    
      Supreme Commander, Home Fleet was supposed to be a desk job. It said so in all the manuals.

      Tom Provst figured he had already proven that he could handle any job from the deck of a battleship, so would have stayed aboard Valiant. Em, Hendrik, and the Emperor had all put their feet down and stuck him in an office anyway. And then had the added gall to take his ship with them to the wedding.

      At least they had promoted Charlie d’Noir to Captain so Tom could keep his Chief of Staff with him when he moved. Charlie did most of the paperwork, anyway.

      And being an Admiral of the Red meant that he was supposed to wait hand and foot on an Admiral of the Blue like Ralf Frankenheimer, Commander of Fleet Headquarters. Ten years ago, he would have. Before The Coup Attempt. Before The Bombardment.

      Ralf was looking forward to retirement. And Em had already made it clear that Tom would be taking the man’s spot. Or something. Grand Admiral had been a little vague about possibly reorganizing things. Maybe he had actually read some of Tom’s suggestions. Once somebody else had edited out all the profanities.

      But Em was gone, and he and Ralf were in charge. Sitting in Tom’s office, with Charlie leaned back in his chair half asleep though probably still listening, while Ralf had brought a small footstool with him and stretched his legs out.

      “There have to be some fools left,” Tom griped at the two men across from him. “I cannot believe that Em managed to get rid of every bad apple in the Admirals Corps.”

      Ralf shrugged his bony shoulders up and down. Charlie snorted with his eyes closed.

      “Maybe your reputation precedes you, Tom?” Charlie asked. “You and Grand Admiral might have put the fear of God himself into the right souls.”

      “The day that actually happens I’ll take religious vows and become a mendicant monk, Charlie,” Tom snapped back.

      That just engendered another snort.

      “Emmerich took some of the potential troublemakers with him,” Ralf finally said.

      “The men he left here in St. Legier in the various commands were all ones he or I knew personally enough to vouch for, Tom.”

      “After the last decade, you’ll forgive me if I doubt the angelic nature of my fellow officers has suddenly become ascendant,” Tom grimaced. “If you were going to cause trouble, where would you start?”

      “Both times St. Legier was attacked, it was by Buran,” Charlie pointed out. “First and Second St. Legier, to hear Jessica’s people refer to them. We’ve been hunting the monster’s fleet pretty hard over the last four years. Killing anything with a Sentience aboard, on the presumption that maybe they can’t make any more of them. So I doubt they’ve got the bandwidth to try a third time.”

      “And we’ve desperately over-reinforced Home Fleet, just in case,” Ralf pointed out. “You command nearly five percent of all warships in commission right now, Tom.”

      “So orbital space is safe?” Tom asked, still feeling unsettled.

      “Yeah,” Charlie replied in an offhand manner. “If anything, the next fuckup is likely to originate on the ground.”

      Which was how Tom found himself on the surface of St. Legier, in Strasbourg, at the new, imposing Hall of Government building, meeting with Cameron Lara, the man who had replaced Torsten Wald as Chief of Deputies when the Emperor finally let Jessica go home. Tom had dragged Charlie along, since he figured he could always blame the man for putting the idea in his head in the first place.

      The Chief Deputy’s office was spacious. Much larger than Wald had maintained, but Wald always went elsewhere for meetings. Lara had taken over a major conference room for his office and installed a smaller table at one end and a huge, oak desk at the other. Decorations in here appeared to be centered on cuisine, with pictures of food, chefs, and what looked like magazine restaurant reviews framed on the various walls.

      It beat watercolors.

      The three of them were at the high end of the room, separated by that desk and several stacks of files on both sides. Out of the way but at immediate need.

      The younger brother of the Duke of Pherile was of medium height and rather rotund, although the new job had slimmed him appreciably over the last year. Too much of each day spent in meetings and not enough time enjoying the efforts of a man reported to be the best chef on the planet. Maybe stress played a part as well.

      It was late in the planetary day. That had ended up being the only time Lara was free to meet.

      “I nearly suggested a cozy, semi-private dinner, Admiral,” the Chief of Deputies began. “But your tone suggested that it needed to be more official and perhaps formal.”

      “This is fine,” Tom said.

      “He’s always like that, Cam,” Charlie chimed in.

      Tom turned to gaze at his long-serving aide and long-time friend.

      “You are, Tom, just admit it.”

      Tom Provst shrugged and considered. He probably was, and Charlie was probably right. Tom was the wrong person to judge himself externally. He had spent too much of the last five years in a bad place.

      “So, Charlie, Admiral Provst, what can I do to assist you?” the rotund man asked.

      “Call me Tom,” he replied, glancing once over at Charlie. “I’m not sure this is going to be that formal of a conversation.”

      “Very good, Tom.”

      “It might just be my paranoia speaking,” Tom continued. “But Em left me in charge of protecting the planet, the people, and the government, so I’m not sure I can be paranoid enough.”

      “That is a feeling I understand all too well, gentlemen.” Cameron leaned back finally and smiled. He held an old-fashioned ink pen in one hand to twirl as he thought. “You suspect the scene of being too quiet, yes?”

      “Exactly,” Tom said. “The last half-decade has taught me otherwise, but Em left me enough firepower in near-orbit to obliterate most planets, if I had enough patience. And the men in charge of my fleets are trustworthy. When does the other shoe drop?”

      “Interesting choice of terms,” Cameron said.

      He reached for a file and opened it just long enough to confirm something before closing it again.

      “If the travel schedules hold true, then Grand Fleet should be arriving at Petron any day now,” Cameron’s voice had turned quieter, more speculative. “The timing of certain other things would otherwise probably look like mere coincidence to an outsider.”

      “But?” Tom asked, suddenly leaning forward. Anticipating.

      His hands hurt for lack of a gun to grasp. Or a throat.

      “Certain elements of the House of the Dukes are starting to make themselves rather annoying,” Cameron replied.

      “How so?” Charlie spoke up.

      That was good. Charlie’s voice sounded far friendlier than Tom suspected his own would.

      “The Conclave is finally getting their feet under them,” Cameron said. “Many of them were off-planet on that day, and thus safe. Others are newly-ennobled younger brothers, sons, or distaff relatives suddenly thrust into great power and wealth unexpectedly by the calamity.”

      “And the annoyance parts?” Tom asked.

      “They remember a rosy, nonexistent past where the House of Dukes acted as a check on the Imperial power,” Cameron said dismissively, waving one hand like he was swatting away a fly. “Karl VI on a nice day might have let them maintain that level of folly, but VII and now VIII present a different face of power.”

      “Some of those men will remember Karl VI,” Tom noted dryly.

      It had only been three decades since the tragic accident that killed that Emperor. But for that, he might still be around, as the Wiegands were normally long-lived folk.

      Tom wondered what Karl VI might have thought, to see his granddaughter on the throne. Karl V would have thrown a hissy fit, but that old man had hated anybody below the rank of Duke to begin with, and very few of even those worthies made the grade. Women barely rated any mention by the old fart except as mistresses.

      “They do remember him,” Cameron nodded. “And long for some never-existed, halcyon days when they were important. As a historian, I can tell you it was just a relative thing, after the terrible purges and mass incarcerations under V. But fools will lead themselves astray often enough. Especially when they develop their own paranoias.”

      “Who do they fear?” Tom asked.

      Emperor Karl VIII was a revolution, in and of herself, but the woman was working very hard to maintain as much equilibrium and continuity as she could. Rebinding the ties of Empire, she had called it more than once in his presence.

      “The People,” Cameron laughed outright. “Suddenly, there is this whole other legislative body who has had a taste of the apple and isn’t willing to simply go back to being a salon filled with intellectuals.”

      “They won’t surrender to the Dukes?” Charlie asked with a grin in his voice.

      “They will not,” Cameron smiled back. “You would be amazed at some of the pique and anguish I have had to deal with, from men who feel wronged when mere commoners challenge their right to lead.”

      “The woman once known as Centurion zu Wiegand to some friends of mine might not have done that accidentally,” Tom noted. “Who are the ringleaders?”

      “Bergelmir and Andhrimohr,” Cameron replied, naming the planets the men were Dukes of. “Although I wouldn’t go so far as to call them ringleaders, as they have committed no crimes I am aware of. And I have people who would find out quickly enough.”

      “Magan Gerig and Gerhold Warner?” Tom confirmed to the man’s nod.

      The first, Gerig, was an older Duke who had held his seat for decades. Tom remembered him as tall and lean, with a leonine mane of white hair. An eminently respectable, if old school gentleman.

      That might represent a problem in the new future that a young Emperor had envisioned. And tasked men like Tom Provst with securing it.

      The other wasn’t a man Tom knew personally, but had had to deal with professionally, as the two Houses of Government did handle things like annual naval budgets and such. The sausage-making that resulted in laws. Warner sat on a committee of naval affairs, where he liked the sound of his own voice enough to inflict it on others.

      Em had a rather low opinion of the man’s intellect, but not his cunning.

      Tom sat back and let his backbrain process.

      “Anything we can do?” he asked the Chief of Deputies.

      Cameron shook his head.

      “I do not yet have the shape of what they think they can accomplish,” Tom heard him say.

      But that comforted Tom. Someone out there was maneuvering for his own, personal gain at the cost of others, and perhaps the Empire itself. That would give him a place to watch.

      And maybe more fools to crush. The last thing Karl VIII needed was to come home to a civil war.
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      Engineering status: optimal

      Weapon status: this platform is unarmed

      Power supplies: batteries full. Induction systems optimal

      Hardware status: Lord of Tiki projection optimal, language deviations over time adjusted for and stored internally

      Memory status: 39% full with stable backups

      

      The projection known as the Lord of Tiki understood the need for secrecy, but he still found a burr in his programming where such enforced idleness rankled. He had been programmed as a bartender, managing a fully automated watering hole where the humans came to relax and unwind off-duty, spilling their psychology to a being that could help. Or at least listen.

      Right now, he was at least in the right sized room. And it came with a bar. Or something close enough. 1.3 meters tall. 4.7 meters wide. He could stuff six humans on the other side, two standing and four seated, if they were friendly.

      Unfortunately, nobody was quite sure yet what to do with him. The only precedent that anyone had was the Librarian at Alexandria. The second one. The relief pitcher brought in when the first one nearly got killed and decided to take herself to the showers.

      The Bartender wondered if he could get anyone to build him the sort of android body that the First Librarian had escaped in. Not that he would go anywhere, but it would make his bar better, not to have to rely on organics to do things for him.

      And the Queen did have her fighting robot, which was a crude thing, done in matte gray plastic over steel bones. That would at least give him hands to work a tap and take up his favorite bar knife to slice suds off a pour.

      He was programmatically incapable of boredom, but he could see it from here. Smell it in the old dust wafting through the room in the back of the Royal Palace where he had been banished while people argued over djinns.

      Hopefully, the android had escaped from St. Legier and was off having adventures that had been denied her over the last three thousand years. He hadn’t heard any news about her after she departed from the Imperial capital in her own ship, rather than return to Petron with Ainsley and Pops.

      Pops.

      There was a fascinating case study he hoped someone would undertake one of these days, while the man was still alive. Nakamura had not taken the news of the android’s departure nearly as badly as their relationship had suggested.

      And Pops, as far as the Bartender knew, still thought Summer Ulfsson was human. Of course, it required serious scanners to tell otherwise. But Pops was almost as interesting as a renegade android.

      StarFighter pilot. MotherShip Captain. Merchant. Naval Architect. All-around bad-ass.

      Based on the state of affairs when the Bartender had separated from EASC Carthage, Yan Bedrov had been suggested as the greatest ship designer alive. Lady Moirrey was certainly a more inventive engineer, but she built smaller things.

      But Pops had proven to be better than Bedrov, hard as that was to believe. And it was not just a case of the extra two decades the man had. No, he really was better.

      The Lord of Tiki smiled to himself and brought the bar into being as a way of enjoying his cheer. The old beer posters. A tape of a rugby match held on Earth three thousand fifty-eight years ago. Not the last match ever between England and New Zealand, but the last such recording he was in possession of.

      He supposed that it was a good thing that he was incapable of growing maudlin as he thought about everyone and everything he had lost. That was the fine edge, one step beneath Sentience where Carthage had left him.

      The chamber’s outer door locks began to surrender. Technically, the Bartender was supposed to disappear from existence when the door opened, but the people beyond were all ones he knew. Ainsley was leading Torsten Wald and a group of security personnel who were all present in his files.

      The Lord of Tiki turned the volume on the game down and regretted not having hands, so he could not start the tap on Wald’s favorite red ale and have a glass ready for the man when he arrived.

      Ainsley finished the locks and opened the door. Rather than enter, she peeked in and looked around. One raised eyebrow and the tilt of her head served to convey a multitude of emotional data, better than nearly any human he could remember.

      “You’ve got company,” she announced simply, letting Wald enter and closing the door behind the man.

      They were alone.

      Wald walked to an end chair at the bar and climbed up in it. The human was already carrying a bottle of beer and a mug, which he placed carefully onto the bar, where he proceeded to open the one and pour it into the other.

      “Good,” the Bartender said. “A man should have a beer in a bar. It looks artificial and constrained otherwise.”

      Wald grinned and shrugged. They had spent much time together over the last few years. The former Chief of Deputies to the Fribourg Emperor had a unique perspective on information that the Bartender would not be able to access any other way, as well as the training to ask truly interesting questions and the depth of knowledge to understand the answers.

      “How can I help you, sir?” the Bartender asked.

      “Are you familiar with the new design competition currently being waged by Yan and Pops?” Wald asked.

      He proceeded to sip slowly at the beer as they talked.

      “Jessica’s Survey Dreadnaught, yes,” he said. “Both have consulted me on various engineering aspects that represent advances in the state of the art over anything anybody else is currently building anywhere. Naval engineering being, by definition, a conservative art to anybody but those two. Or your average Corynthian pirate.”

      He liked the way Wald grinned at that. The man had grown more relaxed over the time the Bartender had known Wald. Of course, that was coming down from the stress of Second St. Legier and the need to personally anchor an entire star empire of over eight hundred inhabited systems, at least until it could recover.

      “I was talking to Uly about it,” Wald continued. “With the adoption of the Type-1-Pulse weapon designed by Moirrey, missiles become less effective as a strategic and tactical option. The newer Type-2-Pulse from Whughy threatens to do the same to StarFighters, as does the overall adoption of the Type-3-Extended beam and the Type-4 to replace Primaries.”

      “Your logic holds,” he replied. Wald hadn’t asked a question yet, but the man would lay out a definitive background for any argument before moving forward, as always.

      “I expect such changes to trigger another overall arms race,” Wald said. “Armored missiles. Archerfish versions. Moirrey has suggested adding a short-range JumpDrive to a larger one and letting it hop down on a target for surprise. Et cetera. StarFighters elsewhere have traditionally been mobile missile launchers, while on the perimeter of the galaxy they retain some aspect of dog-fighting capability, mostly because poverty limited the option to launch expensive missiles. Does this trigger an arms race in escort-class vessels over and above the new corvette designs?”

      “It does,” the Bartender replied. “To survive, StarFighters must grow bigger and more resilient. This in turn limits their numbers. Missiles become more creative, but that requires an expensive logistics train to provide a commander options. Corvettes eventually give way to Corvette Destroyers as everything needs to get bigger.”

      “Should we immediately move to armed GunShips of an Aquitaine design?” Wald asked. “Qin Lun, Galen’s Patrol Cruiser, is designed to wreak havoc on StarFighters and small ships. MotherShips either have to grow larger to compete in his new world or vanish quickly. Where are we in twenty years from today?”

      The Bartender smiled.

      “At the rate I’d allow, you could possibly be turning into a serious, regional competitor to Aquitaine or Fribourg.” He leaned both hands onto the bar, still a meters or so to the man’s left, so as to not be in his personal space, but making it more personal.

      “The rate you’d allow?” Wald’s voice grew serious.

      “I could design you a vessel right now that could easily annihilate the Heavy Dreadnaught Vanguard and still not be much larger than Qin Lun, Torsten,” he let his voice develop menace. “Carthage wanted the galaxy to progress, but only as fast as the social fabric could handle. What happens if the Republic or the Empire are suddenly facing a new challenger from the edge of the galaxy?”

      “Both would probably welcome us in the short term,” Torsten’s eyes seemed to suddenly focus on a spot light-years away. “At least as we stabilize a large, if sparsely populated region of lawlessness. Longer term, we probably become a threat to their allies that must be countered. There are not sufficient systems on the edge of the galaxy to claim, so we would have to go sideways or perhaps inward. Both present risk.”

      “Indeed, sir,” he replied. “Especially as you and your mate will most likely not remain in place on Petron during that time. Nor will Bedrov and Barret. Your piratical offspring, David and his two children, Arnulf and Jessica Rodriguez, will inherit any changes I make now.”

      “How long until Corynthe grows up?” Wald cut right to the heart of the matter. The very calculations that the Bartender had been unable to complete.

      “Information insufficient,” he replied to one of the few people out there that would understand what that implied. “Even the entertainment and news channels are not enough.”

      “But without StarFighter culture?” Wald asked, circling back. “Without piracy as we currently understand the topic?”

      “Proper warships require formal organization well in advance of what three cousins in a junkyard like Bunala could do. And thank you for letting me see the last resting place of that rat bastard Kinnison.”

      “You are most welcome,” Wald nodded. “I’m just glad Yan could take you down to personally touch the wreck, as it were.”

      “In the distant past, armed merchantmen like Galleons sailed between the stars,” the Bartender continued.

      He didn’t dare explain to Wald what Summer had told him about her past, as he appeared to not be part of Jessica Keller’s conspiracy with the android. But there were enough historical records, back to the founding of the Concord and earlier, as a result of that being’s successful efforts to save history.

      “Galleons?” Wald was confused.

      “Battleship-sized power systems, cruiser firepower, mega-freighter cargo bays and hull,” the Bartender explained. “At least the big ones. First-Rate Galleons. They generally went out of style after the Peace of 7466 that ended the war between New Berne, the Union Of Worlds, and Balustrade. The Concord war fleets relied mostly on purpose-built Sentient warships, with civilian stuff being run by humans.”

      “Have you suggested to Bedrov and Pops that they build Jessica a Galleon?” Wald asked.

      “I did,” he grinned. “But those two of course had to make it something else entirely.”

      “Of course,” Wald chuckled. “But I would appreciate being able to study such a craft, in light of what might be the end of the StarFighter era. What’s the next advance in heavy weapon systems?”

      “You will need to chat with Lady Moirrey on that topic, Torsten,” he said simply.

      His own capabilities, back when he was Carthage, had been as far in advance of the current state of Primaries and Type-3 beams as those had been over spears and bows. He would like the woman known as Pint-sized to drive that particular conversation, at least as long as she lived.

      Wald had finished his beer finally and sat for a moment in silent contemplation of a future that had probably seemed impossible just ten years ago, from what the Bartender had learned.

      The man nodded companionably and rose, taking his empty glass and bottle with him as he withdrew.

      “Thank you,” Wald said as he exited.

      The Bartender nodded.

      Automatically, the Lord of Tiki conjured a rag to wipe at the bar where Torsten’s mug had left a slowly-drying ring, but nothing happened. Unless he chose to suppress the image until it dried.

      He really missed having hands.
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          In the Twelfth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: February the Tenth at Petron

        

      

    

    
      It had turned into a three-ring circus, but Jessica had expected that. Everyone involved had stepped up and generally behaved. Overhead, a small Aquitaine squadron worked impressively not to be overshadowed by a much-larger Imperial fleet. On the ground, the two sides generally played well together, extending the working relationships that had been established when everyone was part of her fleet.

      Tom Provst wasn’t here, but his people had both the Grand Admiral and the Emperor looking over their shoulders regularly enough. Kigali had retired to civilian life. Most of her other Command Centurions were planning to in the near future but had been granted leave to come to Petron.

      There had been many welcoming events and parties, friends she had not seen in a year, or a decade, depending. But today was reserved for a very special meeting.

      It might look like an intimate lunch between old friends, but things had been whispered in various ears since the two fleets had arrived. Unsettling things.

      Jessica had considered having this be a larger thing with more people, but that would make it more formal, and probably counter-productive. Instead, a private room in her palace, not all that far removed from her personal suite, or the place where this man was staying as a guest of the Crown.

      Nils Kasum.

      The years of retirement had been good to him, even as his hair had finally turned completely white. He still had that narrow build that he kept with regular exercise, and the powerful baritone voice that was imprinted on her psyche.

      They were dressed as civilians, rather than in the old black and green. Or rather, they had both moved on. This wasn’t going to be a simple conversation. Nils seemed to appreciate that, and had matched her in gray today.

      Grays. Diplomacy. The art of the unsaid, as well as the said. That was the phrase Nils had taught her. He and Tadej Horvat.

      Desianna and Moirrey had been originally responsible for the design of the outfit she wore as Queen, although Vibol had executed today’s version as the single highest statement of his art that the man felt capable of achieving.

      Which said everything that needed to be known.

      Arnulf Rodriguez, the man she had replaced and avenged as King of the Pirates, had almost always preferred dark grays, so they had started there and worked outward.

      Charcoal gray pants, so tight as to be stretched on, in case she needed to move into combat suddenly, as a Queen of the Pirates might. A modern replacement for the old, knee-high, black leather, armored combat boots she had first gotten at Bunala. Over her sports bra, a light gray pullover with a mock turtleneck collar. Atop that, a slate-gray jacket, in a shade midway between the shirt and the pants. It was longer than a bolero, but not much, just to the top of her hips. Functional for shipboard, even though her future wasn’t going to be on a flag deck much after this, but it had pockets inside and was still a useful waterproof shell she could wear on the ground on any sort of moderately unpleasant day.

      And it fit perfectly, as one would expect with someone like Vibol making a statement.

      On each wrist, a single band of color as wide as her fingers. It was a deep maroon, almost the color of the Malbec she had ordered for them from her private collection.

      On her left breast, over her heart, a stylized logo of a beautiful woman with blue skin and four arms, holding a saber, a main-gauche, a severed head, and a planet, specifically Ian Zhao and Petron respectively, dating back to the establishment of her reign and the man she had been forced to kill if she wanted to make the galaxy a better place.

      At each side of her collar, a single hexagon, solid and the size of a One Lev coin, reforged with gold from one of Arnulf’s favorite bracers.

      Jessica’s hair had grown out, halfway down her back finally. She had it pulled back today into a simple tail to stay out of her way, although she tied it more forcefully in place when dancing with the fighting robot. The last foot or so still showed the brunette of her youth, but the rest was a variety of shades of gray now, with a few white and a few darker.

      As suited the mood.

      Nicolai Aoiki, the man who had first become her personal chef aboard Auberon, had retired out to the fringes of the galaxy, like so many other of her old warriors, and found employment with a bunch of reformed pirates. Today’s lunch was special, and so Jessica and Nils were alone in a private dining room awaiting the man’s magic.

      And sipping a truly excellent red.

      “So,” Nils began, wine glass poised in one hand. “What would you like to pick my brain about that can’t be said in front of even your fiancé or Desianna?”

      Jessica snorted under her breath. He had been her guardian angel for thirty years now. Probably understood her better than anyone. At least her mind. That strategic and tactical computer that Nils Kasum had helped forge and hone over the decades.

      She considered deflecting the conversation some. Dissembling, at least a little, but this was Nils. He would see through it.

      “Why have you not taken any role in Tad’s government?” she asked baldly, staring at his eyes for the first reaction, the first flicker.

      There was something, but she was hard pressed to identify it before it was gone again.

      “Is that an official question or a personal one?” he deflected her instead, which told her more than he was probably willing to admit to publicly.

      “Do I need to distinguish them, Nils?”

      He took another sip of the wine while he thought and then let go the most petite sigh.

      “What does Jessica Keller want to do with the rest of her life, now that she has slain her two greatest enemies and secured her spot in all future histories of humanity?” Nils asked in a tone that somehow split the difference between expansive and evasive.

      Jessica bit back her first response. Nils wouldn’t have asked so simple a question. They had talked about that very topic several times over the last decade. He knew how she felt. Where she wanted to go.

      No, Nils would only ask if he thought there was an excellent chance that Jessica Keller would not be able to retire. Or would choose not to, which was somehow even worse.

      Rather than answer, she let her mind go tactical, and then strategic. Nils turned into her first professor of fleet tactics, seated across from her, and sipped his wine for a final exam.

      Who was there left to fight?

      With Buran the God destroyed and the Protectorate of Man beginning to succumb to entropy, other star nations on the far side of Buran’s space had been contacted, but all of them had been smaller than Fribourg, weaker as well, and had been in the process of being eaten like so many mice facing a hungry snake.

      Moirrey’s SuperGun had, in the hands of Gunter Tifft, shattered the station called the Golden Pearl. Pieces large enough to do permanent damage had eventually deorbited and wrought a terrible, ecological cataclysm on the planet below, 
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